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Abstract 
     Many individuals across the world own dogs for a variety of reasons.  For some 
individuals, dogs can be viewed as providing the most important relationship in their lives.  
Others may own dogs for protection, companionship, and even health benefits.  Some 
families across the world view their dogs as family members and a vital aspect of the family 
unit.  This study explored the perceived bond between a human and a dog and how this bond 
influenced the human‟s psychological well-being.   
     Although studies have been conducted on the human-companionate dog bond, empirical 
research on the perceptions of the bond between a dog and a human and the influence it has 
on an individual‟s psychological well-being, falls short.  Studies on the human-companionate 
bond have been on the rise internationally, yet studies in this field in the South African 
context are scarce.  This study contributes to psychology‟s broad body of knowledge 
regarding the human-companionate dog bond and identifies the important influences the bond 
has on human psychological well-being. 
     The researcher utilized a qualitative research approach.  A non-probability purposive 
sample was employed and semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven 
participants.  Two participants were male and five were female.  All participants had 
developed a bond with their dog and were able to speak English fluently.  Interviews were 
conducted until data saturation was reached. 
     Results demonstrate that having a human-companionate dog bond can enhance an 
individual‟s psychological well-being.  Themes identified demonstrate that a human-
companionate dog bond can enhance physical health, relational well-being, and mental 
health.  This bond also fulfils specific individual needs which enhance psychological well-
being. 
     Limitations of the study and recommendations for further research are identified. 
  ix 
     Keywords: Companionship, dogs, human-companionate dog bond, psychological well-
being.
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Chapter One 
Introduction and Problem Statement 
Introduction 
     This chapter introduces the study which focuses on the relationship between humans and 
dogs.  The study explores the role of dogs in family systems and the benefits of dogs for an 
individual, specifically focusing on dogs and how an individual can benefit and learn from 
them, regardless of an individual‟s age. 
General Overview of the Study 
     “Living with animals can be a wonderful experience, especially if we choose to learn the 
valuable lessons animals teach through their natural enthusiasm, grace, resourcefulness, 
affection and forgiveness” (Pitcairn & Pitcairn, 1995, p.149).  Individuals view and treat 
animals differently; an animal may be seen as a pet, a friend, a companion, someone one can 
„confide‟ in, and even essential for survival (for example, dogs used for hunting purposes).  
They serve many functions and adopt many roles within human lives (Baun & McCabe, 
2003).  This study will focus on the companionate bond between an individual and a dog as 
opposed to a focus on a working relationship between the two, such as dogs being utilized for 
hunting, security, customs control and rescue. 
     Dog have not always been domesticated (Galibert, Quignon, Hitte, & Andre, 2011) but 
through the process, dogs became extremely meaningful to and valued by human beings.  
Since having been domesticated, dogs have been viewed as beings that humans can form 
intimate bonds with.  Humans also discovered that dogs could understand their emotional 
responses, which positively contributed to the formation of the intimate bond between them 
(Masson, 1998).  As a result, dogs were used for companionship, creating the human-
companionate dog bond and relationship known today where dogs have become known as 
companions, friends, and members of families. 
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     Many families treat their pets as family members (Walsh, 2009b) and therefore pets are in 
a position to contribute to the family unit and each family member‟s life.  Pets provide 
emotional support to humans and are never judgmental in their behaviour towards them.  This 
is one reason why many families across the world view their pets as family members.  
According to Johnson, Odendaal and Meadows (2002), humans respond positively to 
domesticated animals as these animals provide unconditional positive regard, affection, and 
love, which is sometimes more than what family members may offer each other during times 
of difficulty or loneliness (Walsh, 2009b).  Therefore if an individual is willing to bond and 
form a relationship with a pet, many positive benefits can be attained. 
     Pets which include dogs can have a beneficial effect on an individual‟s psychological 
well-being, regardless of the individual‟s age or life stage.  Studies show that pets have 
physical (Wegenka, 2002) and psychological impacts on humans of all ages (Walsh, 2009b; 
Wells, 2011).  When one is young, pets can symbolize safety, companionship and support 
(Walsh, 2009b).  It has also been shown that when children grow up with dogs, their 
communication skills are influenced positively (Beck & Katcher, 2003).  They are able to 
express themselves better as a dog is non-judgemental and accepting of all humans.  A dog‟s 
nurturing behaviour and unambiguous responses can be reflected onto a child, assisting that 
child to learn from and behave in a similar manner (Kruger, Trachtenberg, & Serpell, 2004).   
     As one gets older, pets may symbolize an experiential learning period prior to having 
children of one‟s own, where one can learn the nurturance and affection one needs to raise a 
child (Walsh, 2009b).  Decreases in blood pressure and stress (Wegenka, 2002) have been 
found among adults as a result of having a dog present for even a brief period of time.  Later 
on in life, as humans grow older and their memory begins to fade they may come to 
appreciate the things they can remember and the things that make them feel calm and safe.  
For some, these feelings are a result of having a pet (Baun & McCabe, 2003).  Norris, 
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Shinew, Chick and Beck (1999) found elevated levels of life satisfaction and experiences of 
safety among the elderly who owned pets. 
     It is evident that humans and dogs have developed an affectionate and intimate 
relationship over the decades.  Through this relationship, humans can experience many 
benefits.  It is therefore the view of the current researcher that humans need dogs, whether 
they need them for security, companionship or for enhancing their health and well-being. As 
a result of observing that dogs play a significant part in many individuals‟ lives the current 
researcher was encouraged to embark on this study.  This study therefore sought to explore 
the effects that dogs have on an individuals‟ psychological well-being. 
Problem Statement 
     Although the studies discussed in the context of the research highlighted the beneficial 
impact that dogs have on humans, the purpose of this study was to explore individuals‟ 
perceptions of the bond between themselves and their dogs and how this bond may influence 
individuals‟ psychological well-being.  The present study was also motivated by the lack of 
research on the influences a human-companionate dog bond may have on psychological well-
being. 
     This study aimed to enable practitioners to understand the effects that companionate-dogs 
have on psychological well-being.  Practitioners will then be in a better position to utilise the 
findings in their field of work in order to assist clients in enhancing their psychological well-
being.  Individual participants will also be given the opportunity to learn and understand the 
influence dogs have on their psychological well-being.  This could then enhance the 
bidirectional relationship and benefits of individuals and their dogs. 
Aim of the Study 
     The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe the perceived impact of the 
human-companionate dog bond upon human psychological well-being.  This was done by 
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exploring individuals‟ perceptions of the bond shared between them and their dog.  The 
theoretical framework that informed this study was positive psychology which focuses less 
on pathology and more on health, well-being, and satisfaction with life. 
Outline of the Dissertation 
     Chapter one introduced the present study by providing an overview of the research topic, 
formulating the problem statement, and describing the research aim. 
     Chapter two provides an explanation of the paradigm in which this study is embedded.  
This chapter provides a detailed description of well-being and the influences on it.  The focus 
of the chapter is on the two types of well-being, namely; subjective and psychological well-
being, which are explored in detail. 
     Chapter three examines the human-companionate dog relationship by focusing on the 
history of humans and dogs and the various benefits dogs provide for humans identified in 
research studies, as well as discussing animal-assisted therapy, specifically dog-assisted 
therapy. 
     Chapter four describes the methodology utilised for the current research study.  It 
discusses the research aim, research design, the selection of the sample of participants, the 
data collection process utilised, and also the process of data analysis used in the study.  
Finally, the ethical considerations applied to the current study are also highlighted. 
     Chapter five provides a rich description of the findings of the study and the various themes 
that emerged from the results which are discussed in the context of the literature provided in 
Chapters two and three. 
     Chapter six provides the conclusion to the study.  It briefly discusses the limitations of the 
study and provides recommendations for further studies in this research field. 
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Conclusion 
     There are many roles that dogs play within individuals‟ lives and many benefits to be 
gained from having a relationship with a dog.  This chapter has introduced the study by 
briefly discussing the relationship between humans and dogs and the benefits dogs bring to 
human lives.  It has highlighted the primary aim of the study and the motivation for this 
study.  Lastly, an outline of the content of each chapter was provided.  The following chapter 
will discuss individual human well-being and includes a review of both subjective and 
psychological well-being. 
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Chapter Two 
Well-Being 
Introduction 
     Much research has focused on individual well-being and how it can be enhanced.  This 
chapter discusses the paradigm which informed the study namely, positive psychology.  The 
chapter discusses the different factors that affect an individual‟s well-being.  The chapter also 
highlights the difference between subjective and psychological well-being and their factors of 
influence.  The main focus in this chapter is individual psychological well-being as the aim of 
this study was to identify individual perceptions of the influences of the human-companionate 
dog bond on individuals‟ psychological well-being. 
Positive Psychology 
     Martin Seligman is viewed as the founder of positive psychology (Linley, Joseph, 
Harrington & Wood, 2006).  The current study is embedded within a positive psychology 
paradigm and focuses upon individual health, psychological well-being, life satisfaction, and 
happiness.  Positive psychology shifts the focus from pathology to positive attributes 
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  “Positive psychology is the study of the conditions 
and processes that contribute to flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and 
institutions” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 103).  Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi define positive 
psychology as: 
The field of positive psychology at the subjective level is about subjective 
experiences: well-being, contentment, and satisfaction (in the past); hope and 
optimism (for the future); and flow and happiness (in the present). At the 
individual level, it is about positive individual traits: the capacity for love and 
vocation, courage, interpersonal skill, aesthetic sensibility, perseverance, 
forgiveness, originality, future-mindedness, spirituality, high talent, and 
wisdom. At the group level, it is about the civic virtues and the institutions that 
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move individuals towards better citizenship: responsibility, nurturance, 
altruism, civility, moderation, tolerance, and work ethic (2000, p. 5).  
 
     In 2004, Peterson and Seligman expanded on the field of positive psychology, classifying 
specific character strengths and virtues that contribute to a person living the good life.  Their 
approach focuses on positive individual traits people possess in order to live a happy and 
good life.  Six virtues were identified that help one to achieve excellence by solving the tasks 
necessary for the survival of the species (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).  These virtues include 
wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence.  
According to Peterson and Seligman, for individuals to have good character, they need to 
possess all of these virtues.  Having good character will inevitably contribute to individuals 
living the good life. 
     Peterson and Seligman (2004) identified specific character strengths reflected in Table 2.1, 
which are the specific psychological processes that contribute to and make up the virtues 
mentioned above. 
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     Table 2.1 
     Adapted Virtues and Character Strengths (Adapted from Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
Virtues Character Strengths 
Wisdom and 
Knowledge 
Creativity 
Curiosity 
Open-Mindedness 
Love of Learning 
Perspective 
(Wisdom) 
Courage 
Bravery  
Persistence 
Integrity 
Vitality 
Humanity (relating to 
others; prosocial 
behaviours) 
Love  
Kindness  
Social Intelligence 
Justice (what makes life 
fair) 
Citizenship 
Fairness 
Leadership  
Temperance (self-
regulation; self-control) 
Forgiveness and 
Mercy  
Humility and 
Modesty  
Prudence  
Self-Control 
Transcendence 
(believing there is 
meaning in life) 
Appreciation of 
Beauty and 
Excellence 
Gratitude  
Hope  
Humour  
Spirituality  
 
     Peterson and Seligman (2004) believe that if individuals possess at least one or two of 
these character strengths within the specific virtue, they will be of good character.  This aids 
individuals in living the good life, and contributes to psychological health, well-being, and 
happiness. 
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     Compton and Hoffman (2013) later identified basic themes of positive psychology, 
including the good life, positive emotions, thriving in life, having compassion, having 
positive social relationships, and individual strengths.  They also identified the ability to 
understand the independence of positive and negative emotions and well-being as aspects of 
positive psychology. 
     Compton and Hoffman (2013) believe that positive psychology focuses on the factors and 
predictors that make an individual‟s life, the good life.  The good life refers to a well-lived 
and fulfilling life and concerns the factors in an individual‟s life that make that life worth 
living.  Focusing specifically on the good life within the positive psychology paradigm 
involves the following three characteristics: an individual‟s connections to others, positive 
individual traits, and life regulation qualities.  These characteristics involve specific 
behaviours that the individual portrays and will inevitably contribute to the individual living 
the good life.  Overall, living the good life involves an individual having a good sense of 
well-being, satisfaction and happiness (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  
     The first contributor to living the good life, which positively impacts the positive 
psychology paradigm because of its focus on positive attributes, focuses on individuals 
thriving within their lives.  Individuals adapt and adjust to different life stressors, helping 
them to thrive and flourish within a variety of environments.  These adaptive behaviours 
positively contribute to the positive psychology domain as thriving within one‟s life 
contributes to living the good life (Compton & Hoffman, 2013). 
     The second contributor of the good life is positive emotions.  Living a satisfying and 
productive life are contributors to the positive psychology paradigm because they focus on 
positive aspects within an individual‟s life (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  Therefore having 
compassion and empathy (positive emotions) for others are seen as contributors to this 
paradigm as, when individuals have compassion and empathy for others, social relationships 
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can also be fostered, enhancing happiness and therefore contributing to the good life as 
people experience a sense of satisfaction within their lives through the relationships they 
develop.  This ultimately contributes to the positive psychology paradigm as a result of its 
positive influence on the individual‟s life and well-being.  Compton and Hoffman (2013) also 
highlight the independence of these positive and negative emotions.  Individuals should have 
the ability to understand that positive and negative emotions are independent.  If negative 
emotions are taken away, it will not necessarily mean that positive emotions will take their 
place and vice versa.  The final contributor that facilitates living the good life is well-being, 
which will be discussed further on in this chapter. 
     As the current study utilised a positive psychology paradigm, by focussing on positive 
attributes, it explores the subjective perceptions of individuals about their bond with their 
dogs and the influences this bond has upon the individual‟s psychological well-being.  Well-
being will now be explained further to enhance individual understanding of the topic at hand. 
Well-Being Defined 
     Well-being can be described in many different ways.  Various definitions of well-being 
are presented in order to illustrate the scope and complexity of the concept.  Antonides 
defines well-being as follows: 
Well-being refers to a general sense of happiness or satisfaction with life. 
Well-being may exist on different levels of aggregation, i.e. on the individual 
level, the level of the family, the state or the entire country. Individual well-
being might be considered as the outcome of an evaluation of experiences, 
activities, states and events in one’s life and aggregate well-being might be 
considered as the average well-being of a group of individuals. Accordingly, 
well-being may be considered as an attitude toward one’s life (1996, p.190). 
 
     Antonides (1996) found that when individuals frequently experience positive emotions 
and moods, they evaluate their lives positively.  When an individual experiences negative 
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emotions and moods and has stress and anxiety the individual‟s well-being is negatively 
affected.  This is described as the bottom-up theory of well-being.  An individual‟s emotions 
vary according to the different life events that the individual has experienced, which differ 
according to the individual‟s character, personality, and mood.  If individuals are satisfied 
with their lives as a whole, they tend to make positive evaluations of specific life domains as 
well.  This is described as the top-down theory of well-being (Antonides, 1996). 
     Well-being can also be defined as an individual‟s optimal psychological functioning.  
Ryan and Deci (2001) describe well-being from two perspectives, namely, the hedonic 
approach, also named subjective well-being, and the eudaimonic approach, also named 
psychological well-being.  The hedonic approach focuses on an individual‟s happiness.  It 
views well-being as consisting of subjective happiness or pleasure within one‟s life.  These 
experiences of happiness within one‟s life should outweigh the unpleasant experiences.  In 
the eudaimonic approach, well-being is viewed as more than individual happiness.  This 
approach views well-being as the extent to which the person reaches their full potential, 
living and thriving at the optimal level of functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2001).  In summary, the 
hedonic approach focuses on happiness and the eudaimonic approach focuses on self-
realisation.  The hedonic approach therefore correlates with an individual‟s subjective well-
being and the eudaimonic approach correlates with an individual‟s psychological well-being.  
Different theories on the influences of an individual‟s well-being will now be discussed. 
Influences on Well-Being 
     Many theories on what contributes and makes up an individual‟s well-being have evolved.  
Each theory can contribute to the reader‟s understanding of what well-being entails and what 
enhances it.  According to Abraham Maslow (1970), every individual‟s goal in life is to 
achieve a state of self-actualisation.  This is an individual‟s ultimate goal.  This state of self-
actualisation involves developing one‟s full potential and becoming a unique person by 
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displaying who one actually is.  It involves utilizing and demonstrating one‟s own talents, 
aptitudes and potential.  According to Maslow, in order to achieve this state of self-
actualisation, an individual needs to fulfill and satisfy one‟s own basic needs.  Maslow‟s 
theory of self-actualisation was initially proposed to explain human motivation and can now 
also be used to explain human well-being (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006).  
     Maslow identified five levels of needs that individuals should fulfil throughout their lives 
in order to reach their full potential.  These needs include physiological (basic needs), safety, 
affiliation and love (belonging needs), self-esteem, and self-actualisation.  According to 
Maslow (1970), these needs require being fulfilled in this particular order for the individual 
to progress to the next level of needs. 
     McGillivray and Clarke (2006) have identified and grouped specific well-being outcomes 
associated with Maslow‟s specific levels of needs.  They found that with each level of need 
being fulfilled, a specific outcome contributing to well-being can be attained.  Therefore 
well-being can be seen as being dependent on the fulfillment of the hierarchy of needs.  The 
first level of need is the basic need.  McGillivray and Clarke (2006) identify daily calories 
available to people and their access to safe water as basic needs.  If individuals have access to 
food for calorie intake and safe water, their basic needs will be fulfilled and this will increase 
health and vitality of the individual and contribute to well-being. 
     McGillivray and Clarke (2006) identified infant mortality and life expectancy rates as 
indicators of safety needs. If infant mortality is low and life expectancy is high, this will 
contribute to people within the community being safe, settled, and secure and contribute to 
overall well-being.  A sense of belonging was identified according to telephone mainlines and 
fertility rates.  If main telephone lines were built tall, this would indicate connections to the 
wider society, increasing a sense of belonging.  If fertility rates were high, people would 
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experience a sense of belonging to a family.  This sense of belonging then contributes to 
individuals feeling included and loved, thus contributing to well-being. 
     The need for self-esteem was identified through adult illiteracy and unemployment.  If 
adult illiteracy and unemployment is high within a community, it demonstrates that 
individuals‟ self-esteem would be low as they are under-stimulated and may not feel 
empowered (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006).  If the community has high adult literacy and 
employment, the self-esteem need will be fulfilled and the individual will then feel 
empowered, confident and convivial, contributing positively to their overall well-being.  
Once these needs have been fulfilled, self-actualisation can be achieved with the outcomes 
being that these individuals actively seek knowledge and are inspired to reach their full 
potential, contributing positively to overall well-being (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006).  
     Frisch (1998) developed the Quality of Life Theory which identifies specific life domains 
that, when satisfied, can contribute to optimal well-being.  According to Andrews and Withey 
(1976), the quality of life of an individual can be defined as privately evaluated aspects of 
one‟s life.  It is the way an individual evaluates and assesses his or her life.  Frisch (1998) 
created a list of 16 life domains that contribute to an individual achieving overall satisfaction 
and happiness.  The list includes health, self-esteem, goals and values, standard of living, 
work, recreation, learning, creativity, helping or social service, love relationships, 
friendships, relationships with children, relationships with relatives, home, neighbourhood, 
and community. 
     Within the Quality of Life Inventory, these 16 domains are associated with overall life 
satisfaction.  Participants are required to rate each domain in accordance with how important 
they consider each domain to be with regards to their happiness and satisfaction.  They are 
then required to rate how satisfied they are with each of the domains.  These domains will 
then indicate how well the individual‟s needs, goals, and wishes are being met within the 
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important life areas, indicating their quality of life, satisfaction, and happiness (Frisch, 1998).  
Although satisfaction of these life domains contributes to optimal well-being, the individual 
will not be prevented from achieving optimal well-being if some of the domains are not fully 
satisfied.  This occurs because some domains are more important than others to different 
individuals, influencing the impact the domains have on the individual‟s life satisfaction and 
well-being.  The more important a domain is to an individual; the greater the influence it will 
have on an individual‟s life satisfaction, and vice versa (Frisch, 1998). 
     Research has shown that there are different influences that can affect the well-being of an 
individual.  McMahan and Estes (2011) conducted a study on individual well-being and how 
different age groups vary in their views of the way in which their well-being is affected.  
Well-being was conceptualised into four different dimensions, each having an impact on an 
individual‟s well-being.  The first dimension of well-being included the experience of 
pleasure which concerned the amount of pleasure and happiness the individual experienced.  
Secondly, well-being involved the avoidance of negative experiences including avoiding or 
not experiencing hassles within one‟s daily life.  The third dimension of well-being was self-
development which is the degree to which the individual is working to achieve his full 
potential.  The last dimension of well-being was the contribution one makes to others which 
includes the individual‟s efforts towards making the world a better place (McMahan & Estes, 
2011). 
     The results of McMahan and Estes‟ (2011) study showed that younger adults 
conceptualised their well-being differently as opposed to older adults.  Younger adults 
emphasised the experience of pleasure and self-development as contributors to their 
individual well-being.  Older adults emphasised the avoidance of negative experiences to 
increase their individual well-being.  Both younger and older adults reported that contributing 
to others was important for individual well-being (McMahan & Estes, 2011).  This suggests 
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that well-being is individualised and that it may be perceived differently according to an 
individual‟s age. 
     Jahoda (1981; 1982) identified five categories of psychological experiences that are vital 
for individual well-being.  She believes that these categories can be achieved through 
employment.  These include time structure, social contact with others, purpose in life, social 
identity and status and finally, regular activity (work activities).  When an individual is 
employed, not only do they receive an income, their day becomes structured and there are 
certain activities and responsibilities that need to be fulfilled.  Time structure shapes an 
individual‟s day.  If an individual is unemployed, the day feels longer and the individual may 
experience higher levels of boredom, negatively impacting upon psychological well-being.  
Having specific responsibilities provides the individual with a sense of purpose and feelings 
of achievement within their lives as well as personal worth as the individual has a purpose 
outside of the nuclear family.  Employment provides an individual with a sense of value as a 
provider and successful person, contributing positively to well-being (Jahoda, 1982; 
Winefield et al., 2002). 
     Individuals who are employed experience an increase in their social contact and support 
(Creed & Macintyre, 2001; Winefield et al., 2002).  It provides individuals with contacts 
outside the nuclear family, decreasing social isolation.  Employment enhances the social 
network and provides the individual with companionship.  This enhances the individual‟s 
dignity and self-esteem, contributing to overall well-being.  Lastly, employment contributes 
to an individual‟s social identity and status as society places specific social statuses on 
various jobs and therefore individuals view the job as defining the self (Jahoda, 1982).  
Employment also prevents exclusion from larger society as it provides a sense of recognition 
within society, contributing to social status.  Individuals will feel useful within society as they 
have specific roles and responsibilities to fulfil within their jobs.  This contributes positively 
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to personal and social worth, enhancing overall well-being (Creed & Macintyre, 2001; 
Winefield et al., 2002).  Therefore, if the individual is employed and each of these five 
categories is being fulfilled, the individual‟s well-being will be positively affected (Jahoda, 
1981). 
     Although Creed and Macintyre (2001), Jahoda (1981; 1982) and Winefield and colleagues 
(2002) undertook studies dealing with employment, these benefits of employment are 
important to this study as they are benefits an individual can gain to their psychological well-
being, through dog-ownership. Employment provides people with structure, social contact 
and support, purpose in life and a sense of responsibility. These aspects can be found through 
dog-ownership as well, which has a positive influence on the individual‟s psychological well-
being.  This will be demonstrated in the following chapter. 
     Compton and Hoffman (2013) believe that positive relationships are an important 
predictor of happiness and life satisfaction as love can be seen as a buffer against stress and 
helps to fight against illnesses.  This suggests that positive relationships are important for 
well-being as they affect the individual‟s happiness and satisfaction with life.  Not only are 
positive relationships important for well-being, religion can also play an important role. 
     Compton and Hoffman (2013) found that religion is positively related to well-being.  
Religious people have better mental health, higher subjective well-being as well as better 
emotional well-being.  This increase in health and well-being occurs because religion 
provides social support (decreases stress), decreases health-risk behaviours and promotes 
selflessness and volunteering.  Religion also contributes to effective coping strategies for 
stressful situations, as religion can provide hope, encourage forgiveness and decrease 
negative emotions.  Religion can also provide a sense of meaning and purpose to an 
individual‟s life.  Religion can positively affect an individual‟s mental and physical health 
which results in an inevitable increase in well-being.  Although religion is not the focus of 
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this study, it provides individuals with social support, decreases health-risk behaviours and 
helps individuals cope in stressful situations (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  These specific 
three positive benefits that religion provides people with can also be received through dog-
ownership, which will be demonstrated in the following chapter.  This therefore has a 
positive influence on the individual‟s well-being. 
     Loneliness has a negative effect on the general well-being of an individual.  One way to 
combat loneliness is to socially interact with others in order to fulfill an individual‟s need for 
approval (Murphy & Kupshik, 1992).  The need for approval from others will therefore be 
achieved through interaction.  Another way to achieve this need for approval is by enhancing 
or maintaining one‟s self-esteem. 
     A second way in which to combat loneliness through social interaction is by having an 
individual‟s need for attachment and security fulfilled (Murphy & Kupshik, 1992).  When 
individuals are young, they have early attachments to their parents.  Bowlby (1969) laid the 
groundwork for the theory of attachment relationships between mother and child (Fraley, 
2010).  The attachment theory explores the relationship and bond between a mother and her 
child and how specific behaviours can demonstrate this attachment bond.  If the attachment 
figure is close in proximity, is accessible and the child feels he or she can easily get her 
attention, the child will feel loved, protected and confident, enabling exploration of the 
environment.  If the child does not feel that their mother is close by and accessible, the child 
demonstrates specific behaviours, for example looking for their mother.  These attachment 
behaviours could occur until child and mother establish close proximity once again (Fraley, 
2010).  Therefore the mother fulfils the child‟s need for attachment and security, thus 
combating loneliness. 
     Once the individual grows up, they seek these attachments in others, increasing social 
interaction and thereby having a positive effect on the individuals‟ feelings of loneliness 
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(Murphy & Kupshik, 1992).  Hazan and Shaver (1987) expanded on Bowlby‟s (1969) 
attachment theory by looking at adult romantic relationships.  They identified similarities 
between the mother-child attachment and adult-adult attachment.  Both types of attachment 
bring about feelings of safety when in close proximity and experiencing physical contact 
while experiencing feelings of insecurity when the other is not accessible (Fraley, 2010).  It is 
the opinion of the current researcher that this encourages social interaction with others as they 
seek to fulfil the need for attachment.  This will therefore ultimately enhance the individuals‟ 
well-being as they are no longer lonely.  Positive interpersonal relationships with others 
enhance general well-being and combats loneliness.  Social interaction is positively related to 
an individual‟s mental health and psychological well-being as a result of the support social 
interaction provides (Argyle, 1987).  These attachments are also seen in human-
companionate dog bonds because each being becomes attached to the other (van Heerden, 
2004), thereby combating loneliness and insecurity.  This then positively affects the 
individual‟s well-being. 
     Armstrong, Birnie-Lefcovitch and Ungar (2005) observed that social support positively 
impacted upon family well-being.  Social support is a protective tool that helps buffer 
individuals against stress.  It facilitates problem solving and helps increase levels of self-
esteem.  Positive levels of social support result in increased levels of emotional well-being of 
parents which in turn enhances the quality of child care.  A positive increase in the quality of 
parenting provided to children enhances self-esteem and increases levels of social 
competence.  This in turn contributes positively to levels of family functioning and family 
well-being.  Dogs provide individuals with social support (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 
2004), which will then positively impact family well-being. 
     A wide variety of animals can also have a positive effect on an individual‟s health and 
well-being.  Individuals experience a variety of health benefits though caring for their pets, 
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including dogs (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  Individuals who owned pets have fewer visits 
to the doctor than people who did not own pets (Headey & Zheng, 2007).  Pets also appeared 
to help individuals through times of stress (by providing support), contributing to the 
individual‟s well-being (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004).  In particular, individuals 
who owned dogs in comparison to those who had other pets, spent more time with their dogs, 
and therefore the dogs provided the individual with a source of companionship.  Dogs were 
also seen as objects of attachment for individuals.  Having a dog as a source of 
companionship and object of attachment contributes to an individual‟s health and overall 
well-being (Siegel, 1990). 
     Well-being can be conceptualised into two subcategories; subjective well-being and 
psychological well-being.  According to Fang, Yiming, Adele and Jeong (2013), some 
researchers view subjective and psychological well-being as two separate dimensions, 
whereas other researchers view subjective and psychological well-being as having much in 
common.  Subjective and psychological well-being have distinct individual components but 
are related at the construct level (Fang, Yiming, Adele & Jeong, 2013). 
Subjective Well-Being 
     Throughout history, even during the times of the ancient Greeks, people have 
pondered what it means to live „the good life‟.  On the one hand, people view their 
lives as desirable, regardless of what others think.  When one subjectively views his 
or her life as pleasurable and good, the term that comes to the fore is that of subjective 
well-being (Diener, 2009).  On the other hand, „the good life‟ was defined by 
philosophers as a list of characteristics that the individual possesses and even specific 
pleasurable feelings experienced by the individual were viewed as essential to „the 
good life‟ (Diener, 2009).  Although many theories of „the good life‟ have been 
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developed throughout history, it is only recently that scientists have started to utilize 
empirical methods to understand this concept (Diener, 2009). 
     Kallay (2013) conducted a study on the two different types of well-being, namely 
subjective and psychological well-being, of a sample of healthy Transylvanian Hungarian 
adults.  Kallay (2013) found that the most important objective of subjective well-being is the 
attainment of positive states in order to enhance subjective well-being.  This includes the 
emotional, cognitive, and social states of an individual. 
     Diener, Sapyta and Suh (2009) suggest that in order for an individual to have positive 
well-being and health, they need to have subjective well-being as well.  Subjective well-being 
is derived from an individual feeling that he or she is making progress towards reaching goals 
or having a feeling of mastery.  Subjective well-being is derived from an individual‟s 
character and interest in pleasurable activities and results from an individual‟s positive social 
relationships.  Overall, subjective well-being results from achieving one‟s goals in life, which 
demonstrates what an individual perceives as important to his life.  Subjective well-being 
allows individuals to evaluate whether they are satisfied or not with their lives (Diener, 
Sapyta & Suh, 2009). 
     Subjective well-being includes how satisfied an individual is with life as well as the 
positive range of affect (happiness) the individual experiences (Myers & Diener, 1996).  
Subjective well-being includes happiness, quality of life and satisfaction with life.  It can also 
include the individual‟s personality type, social stance, self-esteem, work environment, 
spiritual stance, and physical health (Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999).  Diener (2000) 
suggests that life satisfaction is a strong predictor of well-being.  He views life satisfaction as 
people‟s evaluations of their lives.  Life satisfaction looks at the way in which individuals 
view their lives in order to evaluate whether they are satisfied or not.  Argyle (1987) agrees 
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that subjective well-being involves evaluating one‟s life, including their satisfaction, and 
includes an evaluation of one‟s emotions and moods. 
     Subjective well-being generally focuses on three specific areas; happiness, satisfaction 
with life, and neuroticism (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  Happiness focuses on how the 
individual feels (emotional).  Satisfaction with life focuses on an overall judgement of one‟s 
life and has also been found to be positively correlated to leisure time, that is, if the 
individual has more leisure time, the satisfaction with life increases.  The third factor focuses 
on neuroticism which includes negative emotional states and anxiety.  In order for the 
individual to have high subjective well-being, the individual should report feeling happy, 
satisfied with life and experience low levels of neuroticism (Compton & Hoffman, 2013). 
     There are specific variables that influence an individual‟s happiness, life satisfaction, and 
neuroticism, which makes up subjective well-being (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  The first 
variable noted as an influencing factor of subjective well-being is cognition.  Here, subjective 
well-being is influenced by the way in which people interpret life events, rather than the 
actual events themselves.  If people are happy and satisfied with their lives, they will view 
their futures and the world around them in a more positive way.  This then affects levels of 
happiness and life satisfaction, ultimately having a positive effect on the individuals‟ 
subjective well-being (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  Low levels of life satisfaction contribute 
to problems within the individual‟s psychological, social and behavioural functioning 
(Ozmete, 2011).  If an individual has a high level of life satisfaction, the individual also has 
high adaptability and optimal mental health, contributing positively to the individual‟s 
subjective well-being (Ozmete, 2011). 
     Additional influences discussed by Compton and Hoffman (2013) include those of self-
esteem, optimism and hope, and a sense of meaning in life.  When an individual has high 
self-esteem, his/her happiness and satisfaction with life will be higher.  This is also the case 
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for optimism and hope.  When one is optimistic and hopeful about the future, one is happier 
and will be more satisfied.   When individuals have a sense of meaning in their lives, they 
will have higher subjective well-being as they feel they have a purpose in life.  All of these 
variables have an influence on an individual‟s subjective well-being and their overall well-
being (Compton & Hoffman, 2013).  While Compton and Hoffman (2013) identified various 
variables that influence and impact upon an individual‟s subjective well-being, Diener, Suh, 
Lucas and Smith (1999) identified specific components that make up subjective well-being 
(see Table 2.2). 
     Table 2.2 
     Components of Subjective Well-being (Diener et al, 1999, p. 277) 
Components of Subjective Well-Being 
Pleasant affect Unpleasant affect Life satisfaction Domain 
satisfactions 
Joy Guilt and shame Desire to change life Work 
Elation Sadness Satisfaction with current life Family 
Contentment Anxiety and worry   Leisure 
Pride Anger Satisfaction with past Health 
Affection Stress Satisfaction with future Finances 
Happiness Depression Significant others' views of one's 
life 
Self 
Ecstasy Envy   One's group 
 
    The table highlights the four different domains of subjective well-being.  The two affect 
components include an individual‟s moods and emotions.  Life satisfaction refers to the 
extent to which an individual is satisfied with his or her life, according to the individual‟s 
cognitive evaluation.  The domain satisfactions are the different areas of life that can have an 
influence on an individual‟s pleasant and unpleasant affect and life satisfaction, influencing 
the overall subjective well-being. For example; one‟s family can either bring a pleasant affect 
of elation or an unpleasant affect of sadness, which will have an influence on one‟s 
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satisfaction with their current life.  This satisfaction or dissatisfaction will then influence 
one‟s subjective well-being. 
     Konu, Lintonen and Rimpela (2002) studied the factors that influence school children‟s 
subjective well-being.  They found that the two most important contributors to children‟s 
subjective well-being were self-fulfilment and social relationships in the school setting.  
Social relationships within the family were essential to the children.  Children attending 
school who experienced a sense of fulfilment and had social relationships with others in 
school and within their family context had higher levels of subjective well-being as opposed 
to children who experienced less fulfilment and had fewer social relationships.  If the school 
setting can facilitate these two factors, the children‟s subjective well-being will increase, 
contributing to their overall well-being. 
     In summation, the research conducted on subjective well-being indicates that it can be 
influenced through a variety of factors.  The three main contributors to an individual‟s 
subjective well-being include satisfaction with life, happiness, and quality of life.  Individuals 
need to experience happiness and satisfaction within their lives, which will positively affect 
their quality of life and positively influence their subjective well-being.  Subjective well-
being includes an individual‟s self-esteem and self-regard.  If an individual has high self-
esteem and positive self-regard, subjective well-being is positively impacted.  Having a sense 
of meaning and purpose in life also positively correlates with an individual‟s subjective well-
being.  Mood and emotions such as joy, elation, contentment, pride, happiness and ecstasy 
have also been found to be beneficial to subjective well-being. 
     An individual‟s subjective well-being is positively impacted when he is able to fulfil 
personal goals, have a feeling of mastery and self-fulfilment.  Positive social relationships 
also influence subjective well-being.  The more positive social relationships an individual 
possesses, the higher the level of subjective well-being.  The more leisure time an individual 
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experiences and the healthier an individual‟s behaviours are, the higher the individual‟s level 
of subjective well-being will be.  Psychological well-being will now be discussed. 
Psychological Well-Being 
     According to The Oxford Dictionary of Sports Science and Medicine (2006), 
psychological well-being is defined as, “A mental condition characterized by pleasant 
feelings of good health, exhilaration, high self-esteem and confidence, often associated with 
regular physical activity” (para. 1).  Wan, Odell and Lewis (1982) define psychological well-
being as an individual‟s life satisfaction and morale (emotional health at the present time).  
Psychological well-being includes the extent to which one reaches one‟s full psychological 
potential (Wissing & Van Eeden, 1997).  It includes the strengths each person possesses and 
what helps individuals to enhance their quality of life (Wissing & Van Eeden, 1997).  
Rowold (2010) suggests that spiritual well-being is also associated with an individual‟s 
psychological well-being.  Having a sense of meaning in life and a connection to one‟s 
internal values are other important predictors of psychological well-being (Rowold, 2010).  
Having a sense of meaning in life is also identified by Ryff and Singer (2008) as being an 
important predictor of psychological well-being and will be discussed further on in this 
chapter.  Roothman, Kirsten and Wissing (2003) found that psychological well-being has 
been viewed as comprising affective, cognitive, spiritual, physical, self, and social processes. 
     Different influences affect an individual‟s psychological well-being.  According to Biddle, 
Fox and Boutcher (2000), an association exists between physical activity and psychological 
well-being.  Physical activity can decrease depression as it has an anti-depressant effect and 
is associated with positive mood and affect.  Physical activity promotes physical self-worth 
and positive self-perceptions.  The individual therefore has a positive view of his/her body 
image, thereby improving self-esteem.  A positive mood, affect, and self-esteem ultimately 
contribute to an individual‟s mental well-being, emotional stability and ability to cope with 
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life stressors.  Through exercise individuals can enhance cognitive performance, as they are 
able to process information more efficiently, thereby promoting psychological well-being 
(Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 2000). 
     Biddle and Mutrie (2001) demonstrated how physical activity has a profound effect on the 
psychological well-being of an individual.  Specific topics identified as being associated with 
psychological well-being and relating to this study include health-related quality of life, 
emotion and mood, enjoyment, exercise deprivation, self-esteem, anxiety and reactivity to 
stress.  Each of these factors can be affected by exercise and will therefore influence the 
psychological well-being of an individual (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  These factors will now 
be discussed in further detail. 
     Individuals evaluate different aspects of their lives in order to understand the level of 
quality of their lives (Andrews & Withey, 1976).  Individuals who participate in exercise may 
perceive their health status in a more positive manner.  The health-related quality of life 
mentioned by Biddle and Mutrie (2001) can then be seen as individuals evaluating quality of 
life based on their health status.  Inevitably, if individuals are participating in exercise, they 
will view their health-related quality of life in a more positive manner.  Exercise will then 
have a positive effect on the individual‟s health-related quality of life, influencing the 
individual‟s psychological well-being. 
     When an individual participates in physical activity, the individual‟s mood and emotions 
will be positively affected (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001). Exercise helps people feel good about 
themselves and therefore the mood and emotions of that person will be more positive.  This 
will therefore have an effect on the individual‟s psychological well-being (Biddle & Mutrie, 
2001). 
     Enjoyment is associated with physical activity (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  If individuals 
enjoy the exercise they are participating in, they will be more motivated to continue in future.  
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This will therefore increase the occurrence of exercise, contributing positively to the 
individual‟s psychological well-being (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001). 
     If an individual stops exercising, it has been found that the individual will experience 
negative symptoms and feel worse than when they were exercising (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  
In essence when individuals participate in exercise, they feel good and when they are 
required to stop, they feel bad.  Therefore individuals may exercise to avoid feeling bad and 
in order to experience more positive feelings (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001) which are associated 
with psychological well-being. 
     Self-esteem is an important predictor of psychological well-being and contributes to 
emotional stability and adjustment to life‟s demands and stressors (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  
It also contributes positively to life satisfaction and an individual‟s adaptability (Biddle, Fox 
& Boucher, 2000).  Exercise can maintain and increase an individual‟s self-esteem and 
physical self-worth as the individual is participating and feels competent in the physical 
activity.  This therefore contributes to an increase in psychological well-being as the 
individual has higher levels of self-esteem and self-worth (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001). 
     Anxiety and stress levels decrease if an individual participates in physical exercise (Biddle 
& Mutrie, 2001).  Exercising will therefore have a positive effect on the individual‟s 
psychological well-being because well-being is negatively affected by stress and anxiety.  As 
mentioned earlier in this chapter, participating in exercise can decrease depression, which 
also has a positive effect on the individual‟s psychological well-being (Biddle & Mutrie, 
2001). 
     Although Biddle and Mutrie (2001) conducted a study on the effects of physical activity 
on psychological well-being, chapter three will demonstrate that these effects can also be 
found through dog-ownership. An enhancement in quality of life, positive emotion and mood, 
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enjoyment, an increase in exercise, higher self-esteem and lower anxiety and stress levels are 
all associated with owning a dog and have a positive influence on psychological well-being. 
     Leondari and Gialamas (2009) studied the influence of religion on psychological well-
being.  They focused on four particular areas that affect an individual‟s psychological well-
being.  These included depression, anxiety, loneliness and general life satisfaction.  Although 
no association between religiousness and depression and loneliness was found, there was an 
association between religion and general life satisfaction.  Religious people proved to be 
more satisfied with their lives which in turn contributed to their psychological well-being.  
Religion and anxiety were related.  Individuals prayed more often when they were anxious, 
thereby using prayer as a buffer against stress and positively influencing their psychological 
well-being.  Although religion is not a primary focus in this study, the benefits that people 
receive from religion can also be found through owning a dog, which will be demonstrated in 
the following chapter. 
     According to Ryff (1989) and Ryff and Singer (2008), there are six specific dimensions of 
psychological well-being.  These six dimensions show what an individual needs in order to 
be healthy and fully functioning.  This ultimately enhances psychological well-being within 
an individual.  These six dimensions include: purpose in life, environmental mastery, positive 
relationships, personal growth, autonomy and self-acceptance.  These six dimensions will 
now be described to enhance the reader‟s understanding of psychological well-being. 
     Ryff and Singer (2008) have summarised different contributors to an individual‟s purpose 
in life.  Individuals can find purpose in life through difficult and stressful life events.  
Personal maturity contributes to gaining insight into the purpose of life.  An individual‟s life 
stage could have an influence on their purpose in life, which could correlate with an 
individual‟s maturity.  These contributors therefore have a positive influence on an 
individual‟s psychological well-being. 
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     The second dimension, environmental mastery, involves an individual‟s ability to choose 
and control environments that are suitable for him or her (Ryff & Singer, 2008).  In order for 
an individual to fulfil this dimension, the individual needs to find a surrounding environment 
that suits his or her needs and abilities, thereby enhancing environmental mastery and 
contributing to psychological well-being. 
     The next dimension is positive relationships which includes having friendships, 
experiencing love, and feeling happiness.  It also includes empathy and affection within an 
individual‟s relationship with others (Ryff & Singer, 2008).  Positive relationships with 
others will therefore have a positive influence on an individual‟s psychological well-being as 
they help the individual to experience positive feelings and provide support. 
     Personal growth involves the self-realization of individuals whereby individuals strive to 
reach their full potential and become the best persons they can be (Ryff & Singer, 2008).  
Individuals will continuously be developing and experiencing, and thereby growing as 
persons. 
     Autonomy is the next dimension mentioned by Ryff and Singer (2008).  This dimension 
involves independence, self-determination, and behavioural self regulation.  It also includes 
being able to evaluate oneself according to one‟s personal standards as opposed to looking to 
others for approval.  This then enhances individuals‟ independence and autonomy, 
contributing positively to their psychological well-being. 
     The dimension of self acceptance involves individuals knowing themselves by 
understanding their behaviours, feelings, and motivations (Ryff & Singer, 2008).  It includes 
positive self-regard and fully accepting oneself, even one‟s negative behaviours of the past.  
It involves the individual‟s ability to know both their good and bad aspects and being able to 
evaluate them and accept them.  This will then enhance individuals‟ personal growth and aid 
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them in accepting themselves and thereby contribute positively to their psychological well-
being. 
     These dimensions enable individuals to understand and enhance their psychological well-
being and suggest that some of the characteristics of subjective well-being overlap with the 
characteristics of psychological well-being.  For example, purpose in life has been identified 
as a factor that affects subjective well-being, but this factor may also have an influence on 
psychological well-being (Ryff & Singer, 2008). 
     Kallay (2013) discovered in her study on subjective and psychological well-being, that 
males have fewer positive personal relationships, lower levels of environmental mastery, less 
personal growth, and a lower sense of purpose in life.  These aspects are necessary for 
individuals to enhance their adaptability and their absence or low levels will therefore have a 
negative influence on their psychological well-being. 
     A study conducted on the influences contributing to older individuals‟ psychological well-
being (Steptoe, Demakakos &de Oliveira, 2012) found that if people participated in volunteer 
work, their psychological well-being increased.  When participating in volunteer work they 
were productive, demonstrated fewer depressive symptoms, an increase in life satisfaction 
and experienced positive affect including feelings of happiness more often than those who 
did not participate in volunteer work. Therefore individuals participating in volunteer work 
experienced an increase in life satisfaction and happiness and a decrease in depressive 
symptoms, contributing positively to their psychological well-being.  
     In summary, psychological well-being can be influenced through a variety of factors.  
Research shows that positive psychological well-being consists of being satisfied with one‟s 
life and experiencing high quality of life.  This includes having feelings of good health, 
positive self-esteem, and high levels of self-confidence.  Another important component of 
psychological well-being is physical activity.  When an individual participates in physical 
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activity, one notes a decrease in depression, anxiety and stress and an increase in positive 
moods, self-worth, self-esteem and sleep.  These factors all positively influence an 
individual‟s psychological well-being.   
Conclusion 
     This chapter discussed positive psychology by identifying and defining the factors focused 
on by the positive psychology paradigm.  Different research studies on well-being including 
the two subcategories of well-being and the different ways in which well-being can be 
influenced were identified to broaden understanding of the topic. 
     Although the two subcategories of well-being (subjective and psychological well-being) 
are discussed separately within this chapter, it appears that these two subcategories overlap in 
some areas and some of the influences that affect each subcategory appear to be the same.  
The major themes identified in subjective well-being include satisfaction with life, moods 
and emotions, quality of life, self-image, self actualisation, relationships, personality style, 
meaning in life, health, and recreation.  The major themes identified in psychological well-
being include health, self-esteem, life satisfaction, quality of life, spiritual well-being, 
relationships, emotional regulation and environmental mastery.  The following chapter will 
discuss the relationship between humans and their dogs and the many benefits of such a 
relationship. 
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Chapter Three 
Human-Companionate Dog Relationships 
Introduction 
     The aim of this chapter is to explore and develop a deeper understanding of the 
relationship between humans and dogs.  The chapter will describe the companion relationship 
between humans and dogs, specifically focusing on three particular areas.  Firstly, a history 
of the relationship between humans and dogs will be provided.  Animal-assisted therapy will 
then be discussed to highlight the benefits of animals in humans‟ lives.  Finally, the different 
characteristics that dogs possess and the research showing the impact of animals on humans 
will be provided including different themes that have emerged from the various research 
studies. 
History of Humans and Dogs 
     Dogs were not always domesticated (Galibert, Quignon, Hitte & Andre, 2011).  Wolves 
are the ancestors of dogs and around 14,000 BC the domestication process of dogs began 
(Galibert, Quignon, Hitte & Andre, 2011).  Studies show that the ancestors of dogs shared an 
interdependent relationship with humans for food and warmth (Barney, 2007; Morey, 1994).  
Later, the relationship evolved into that of companionship (Barney, 2007).  As a result of 
human influence, dogs were initially used in working roles (King, Marston & Bennett, 2009). 
     Following domestication, scientists discovered that dogs‟ brains had shrunk by 25 percent 
(Morell, 2013).  Dogs were then viewed as having less intelligence than their wolf ancestors, 
possibly because dogs were required to do fewer activities for themselves as humans nurture 
dogs, whereas wolves are required to provide for their own needs.  During the 1970s this 
discovery lead scientists to believe that it would be more valuable to study wolves as they 
possessed more intelligence.  Scientists also believed that dogs had less challenging lives in 
comparison to their ancestors and that the bond humans develop with dogs made it 
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impossible to study dogs objectively.  Nowadays both dogs and wolves are the subject of 
research studies (Morell, 2013). 
     In order for dogs to be able to live with humans, dogs had to be less like wolves by 
becoming more sociable (Morell, 2013).  Dogs were therefore required to learn and accept 
human rules and to be loyal to their human counterparts.  Through this socialisation process, 
dogs learnt to read and respond to human communication.  In effect they had to become more 
like humans.  Darwin (1882) was the first to generate the idea that dogs are more like humans 
than wolves.  He believed that dogs have moral qualities like trust, affection, and intelligence.  
He believed that dogs felt love, pride, and jealousy as humans do.  Darwin saw dogs as a 
good example of both natural selection and artificial selection, as dogs gained the emotional 
and cognitive similarities of humans but still maintained the physical structure of wolves.  
Although many of Darwin‟s findings were anecdotal in nature, many have been confirmed in 
recent research as dogs gave humans another being to study that could enable them to obtain 
a pathway into human minds, as humans were the ones to shape the way dogs are today.  The 
dogs therefore resembled the minds of humans as humans contributed to the dogs‟ 
personalities and behaviours.  This suggests that dogs are more like humans than wolves, 
enhancing studies on the human mind through the study of dogs (Morell, 2013). 
     Dogs have been domesticated to live with humans and have evolved into being companion 
pets (Galibert, Quignon, Hitte & Andre, 2011).  The nature of the companion relationship 
between humans and dogs could have an influence on other human companionships (Walsh, 
2009a).  This relationship could act as a template for other human companionships to develop 
as an individual could learn the traits and characteristics from the dog necessary to develop 
companionship.  Qualities such as positive regard, genuine caring, and unconditional 
acceptance could facilitate the development of other relationships for the individual. 
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     The presence of dogs is found across cultures globally.  Although they have different 
roles, modern society places dogs in a special place in their lives (Galibert, Quignon, Hitte & 
Andre, 2011).  Human and animal bonds have been evident for decades (Connor & Miller, 
2000).  This can be demonstrated by an observation of Albert Einstein (1955) who noted 
“Our task is to free ourselves from the prison of thinking animals are separate from us.  We 
have to widen our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures” (Lurie, 2013).  
History shows that animals have been used for human benefit for many years.  History also 
reveals that animals were first used in therapeutic settings in 1790.   During 1790 at York 
Retreat in England, psychiatric patients were told to take care of small domestic animals 
(rabbits and chickens) which kept the patients busy and allowed the formation of a bond to 
develop (Salotto, 2001).  These animals were used in mental hospitals to enhance therapy and 
create an environment that was pleasurable and enjoyable, as opposed to the usual hospital 
setting where people felt confined (Serpell, 2010). 
     During 1867 in Germany, animals were used to treat patients with epilepsy (Connor & 
Miller, 2000; Salotto, 2001).  Animals were used as positive reinforcement for children in the 
Green Chimneys children‟s home in New York in 1948 when they displayed good behaviour 
(Golin & Walsh, 1994 cited in Connor & Miller, 2000).  Decades ago in Greece, people 
believed that dogs could help cure illnesses.  The dogs were kept in healing temples to be 
used as co-therapists when people became ill (Malecki, 2003).  This demonstrates that 
humans and animals have been interacting for decades, relying on one another for 
companionship and health benefits through the formation of a bond.  The following section 
will look at animal-assisted interventions that involve the use of therapy animals and how this 
therapy can benefit people. 
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Research on the Impact of Animals on Humans 
     There are numerous studies conducted on animals and humans interacting.  When 
comparing dogs to their ancestors (wolves), wolves have a tendency to think for themselves, 
yet dogs want to know what they can do for humans (Morell, 2013).  Dogs have an interest in 
everything humans do, whereas wolves do not.  Wolves are more alert than dogs and expect 
danger whereas with dogs, humans are more important than anything else is.  Wolves are 
more analytical, competitive, and independent than dogs (Morell, 2013).  Although humans 
and dogs have different ancestors, they both work together and share specific traits, 
behaviours, and characteristics.  Humans and dogs are companions and they participate in 
different activities together.  Dogs have a willingness to help humans, which is a 
distinguishing feature from that of wolves as demonstrated by “…their strong desire to work 
with and for us, and their ability to communicate even without language-with nothing more 
than a soulful look” (Morell, 2013, p. 246). 
     Dogs respond to human emotions more than humans or any other species do and have 
been found to be empathetic, even responding to humans who are crying (Wrenn, 2012).  In 
this responding behaviour, dogs comfort humans, regardless of whether they know the human 
or not.  Their comforting behaviours include showing affection and licking the individual 
who is crying.  Dogs have been observed among individuals who cried, hummed, and were 
talking.  The dogs identified the individuals who were crying and would approach them to 
provide comfort.  This demonstrated that the dogs were responding to the humans‟ emotions 
and were not responding based on curiosity or incentive as they only responded to those 
individuals who were crying (Wrenn, 2012). 
     Although this is not a primary focus of this study, it is important to discuss animal-assisted 
therapy as it highlights the health benefits that animals provide in society.  Animal-assisted 
therapy is an on-going process that has specific goals and is characterised by both a therapist 
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and an animal being present during the process (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004).  
Boris Levinson is regarded as the founder of animal-assisted therapy (Salotto, 2001).  
Levinson focused on child psychotherapy and included his dog in the therapy process.  He 
published a book in 1969 called Pet-Oriented Child Psychotherapy.  In this book, he 
described the positive findings that emerged when having his dog present with him in therapy 
sessions with children (Salotto, 2001).  His central finding was that communication with a 
child who would not speak in the other sessions improved in the presence of a dog (Salotto, 
2001).  This laid the groundwork for scientific research in therapy employing animals. 
     Animal-assisted therapy can incorporate the use of many different kinds of animals 
including dogs, horses and birds (Jackson, 2012; Morrison, 2007).  These animals provide 
companionship in therapy sessions and help to facilitate the movement of the therapy process.  
There are a variety of settings in which animal-assisted therapy can be found, including 
schools, hospitals, and prisons (Jackson, 2012).  Animal-assisted therapy appears to impact 
positively upon an individual‟s overall health status and prolongs an individual‟s life span 
(Wegenka, 2002; Wells, 2009).  This in turn has a positive impact upon an individual‟s 
overall well-being.  Connor and Miller (2000) found that animal-assisted therapy can be used 
for many beneficial purposes.  These include reducing loneliness, improving communication, 
helping to develop trust, enhancing the quality of life, improving physical and cognitive 
functioning, reducing stress and anxiety and finally, motivating patients. 
     According to Parish-Plass‟s (2008) study on children who experienced abuse and neglect, 
having an animal in a therapy session with the therapist enabled children to work through 
issues that had been traumatic.  Animal-assisted therapy involves an emotional connection, 
relationship, and bond between the child, the animal, and the therapist. 
     The core components of animal-assisted therapy associated with positive outcomes are 
now highlighted.  Firstly, having an animal in the therapy session enables a connection to 
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form between the child and the therapist in that the child sees the way in which the therapist 
treats and relates to the animal, which then helps the child to feel less threatened.  When the 
therapist displays characteristics such as nurturing and authenticity, the child is encouraged to 
view the therapist positively (Parish-Plass, 2008). 
     Having an animal in the therapy session helps to create a more natural and normal 
environment, which helps the child feel safe and comfortable when bringing up difficult 
issues (Parish-Plass, 2008; Urichuk & Anderson, 2003).  An animal‟s presence in the session 
may also help the child to feel accepted because the child can open up more as the animal 
does not judge or criticize the child.  Because the therapist accepts the animal as it is, the 
children feel as if the therapist can also accept him or her, including his or her negative 
characteristics (Parish-Plass, 2008; Urichuk & Anderson, 2003). 
     Animal-assisted therapy can also enhance an individual‟s self-esteem (Adams, 2009; 
Parish-Plass, 2008).  When the interaction and formation of a relationship between a child 
and animal has been established, the child‟s self-esteem increases as they feel accepted, 
trusted and important to the animal.  Animal-assisted therapy can be used as a way of 
encouraging more acceptable behaviours, as the therapist is a model of good behaviours, 
allowing the client to learn from these behaviours (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004; 
Parish-Plass, 2008).  Behaviours such as social interaction, being accepting of 
responsibilities, empathy, and respecting others needs are behaviours modelled by the 
therapist towards the animal.  Animals are also more forgiving than humans, which allows 
children to make mistakes without being scolded or rejected (Parish-Plass, 2008). 
     Finally, people have a basic need to be in control, though life does not always allow this to 
happen.  Having an animal in the therapy session allows the child to be in control of the 
animal and of the situation (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004; Parish-Plass, 2008).  This 
contributes to their feelings of being in control, enhancing their self-image, self-esteem and 
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self-confidence.  Parish-Plass (2008) observed that children involved in animal-assisted 
therapy developed empathy, experienced enhanced communication and interaction, and had 
changed their behaviours as a result of the therapist modelling positive behaviours. 
     Research on animal-assisted interventions demonstrated that companion animals provided 
opportunities for the individual to become attached, either to the animal, to others, or both 
(Tedeschi, Fitchett & Molidor 2005; Zilcha-Mano, Mikulincer & Shaver 2011).  Companion 
animals were able to fulfil certain of an individual‟s emotional needs by providing 
companionship, for example.  This can enhance their attachment to the companion animal 
and assists them to form relationships with others, the companion animal being the initiating 
factor in their interaction.  Communication skills and socialisation also increased as a result 
of the companion animal.  This could therefore have a positive influence on enhancing the 
individual‟s social network (Cowling, 2011; Tedeschi, Fitchett & Molidor, 2005).  
Companion animals decreased anxiety and loneliness as they provided comfort, consistency, 
and support to the client and the therapist (Sable, 1995; Zilcha-Mano, Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2011).  The support that these companion animals provided helped reduce feelings of 
isolation and depression (Cowling, 2011).  This suggests that pets can be seen as attachment 
figures for humans as they fulfil their desire for intimate affectionate bonds with others 
(Sable, 1995).  Having an attachment figure that provides support and comfort and reduces 
anxiety and loneliness can therefore enhance an individual‟s overall well-being. 
     Within the animal-assisted therapy paradigm, dog-assisted therapy appears to be the most 
popular (Jackson, 2012).  Dog-assisted therapy allows the patient and the dog to interact, 
allowing a bond to develop.  The characteristics that dogs bring to therapy sessions can aid 
the progress of the therapy process.  These characteristics can include unconditional 
acceptance, love and feelings of security and safety.  These characteristics contribute to an 
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individual‟s self-efficacy and encourage the individual to communicate and interact more 
frequently (Walsh, 2009a). 
    According to research, the social functioning of schizophrenic patients appeared to be the 
most positively affected area when using dog-assisted therapy (Villalta-Gil et al., 2009).  
Schizophrenic patients‟ social life skills and social behaviour improved as the dog brought 
about a commonality between patients, enhancing communication and improving their mood 
throughout the day, as social interaction occurred more often.  This improvement then 
enhances the patients‟ quality of life (Villalta-Gil et al., 2009).  This enhancement in the 
patients‟ quality of life therefore contributes positively to an individual‟s well-being. 
     As a result of dog-assisted therapy, children appear to concentrate more, have increased 
energy levels, talk to the dog, and initiate conversations between therapist and themselves 
(Martin & Farnum, 2002).  Dog-assisted therapy has also brought about improvements in 
adults‟ feelings of despair, anxiety levels (Wegenka, 2002), depression, stress levels, and 
sense of control within their lives (Johnson, Meadows, Haubner & Sevedge, 2003).  These 
are all contributing factors to an individual‟s overall quality of life and well-being.  Dog-
assisted therapy is showing encouraging results and appears to be a promising way of 
enhancing communication between patient and therapist. 
     Odendaal (2000) identified a strong contributor for the human-companionate bond to 
develop.  According to Odendall (2000) the term attentionis egens is “the need for attention 
on a normal, basic emotional level as a prerequisite for successful social interaction” (p. 276).  
When both beings have this need for attention, positive interaction is seen, as the behaviours 
are portrayed mutually and benefit both the individual and the social animal.  This study 
demonstrated that attentionis egens needs to be fulfilled by both the individual and the 
companion animal in order for the human-companionate bond to develop.  Because 
companion animals are such social beings, they fulfil the individual‟s need for attention and 
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vice versa.  When an individual has a high need for attention, the companion animal will 
display an increase in social interaction and thereby enhance a strong bond to develop 
between them. 
     Research has been conducted on the human-companionate dog bond throughout many 
different contexts such as prisons, schools, therapy rooms, and even among homeless 
individuals.  Regardless of the context, the human-animal bond provides individuals with 
physical, psychological, and physiological benefits that contribute to the individual‟s well-
being (Jackson, 2012).  “Companion animals may not only be able to facilitate certain aspects 
of physical health in humans, they may also contribute towards the long-term psychological 
well-being of people” (Wells, 2011, p. 173).  There has been a wide range of studies 
conducted on the impact animals have on humans.  Although much of the research lacks 
scientific validation, this research area is expanding and animals appear to be benefiting 
humans both physically and psychologically.  Studies showing the positive influences 
animals have on humans and the areas in which humans are benefiting from animals will now 
be discussed. 
     Physical health.  It has been known for many years that being around pets is beneficial to 
adults.   There are many short-term and long-term benefits of having pets around (Wells, 
2009).  Dogs are a fascinating part of human life and studies have been conducted on the 
benefits they bring to humans, for example, the benefits in physical health.  Studies found 
that interactions with dogs contributed to a decrease in blood pressure and individual stress 
levels (Wegenka, 2002).  Johnson and colleagues (2003) found that having a dog visit the 
hospital three times a week decreased cancer patients‟ despair and anxiety levels as the dog 
was a distraction and brought cheer to their lives.  This resulted in a decrease in depression 
and stress levels, contributing positively to physical and psychological health. 
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     There are a variety of religious and cultural views that do not support owning a dog 
(Blanch, 2011), but dogs have been found to have many physical health benefits for humans 
(Mornement, 2012).  Many individuals own dogs for companionship and  tend to be healthier 
as they get more physical exercise, sleep better, report higher levels of fitness and health and 
visit the doctor less often (Blanch, 2011; Headey & Zheng, 2007).  Headey and Zheng (2007) 
found that dog owners were off sick for fewer days than those who did not own a dog.  The 
way in which one acquires these health benefits follows below.   
     When individuals get a dog, they also experience an increase in exercise and 
companionship (Headey & Zheng, 2007).  This increase in exercise then leads to the 
individual having a better night‟s sleep, which furthermore leads to the individual reporting 
greater levels of fitness and health.  It could also be that companionship could enhance the 
individual‟s positive report of their health and well-being.  Therefore, if the individual feels 
more healthy and fit, they take less time off work or consult a doctor (Headey & Zheng, 
2007).  Headey and Zheng (2007) identified linkages between health benefits and dog owners 
lives (See Figure 3.1): 
     Figure 3.1 
     Linkages between Health Benefits and Dog Owners (Headey & Zheng, 2007, p. 491) 
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     Dogs assist individuals to feel less stressed by encouraging their owners to walk them.  
This also positively contributes to individuals‟ blood pressure and has a positive impact on 
their physical health.  Decreases in heart attacks have also been found as a result of owning a 
dog (Mornement, 2012).  Studies show that when individuals interact with dogs, their 
physical and psychological health was enhanced and the dogs helped their owners to increase 
their support networks (Knight & Edwards, 2008; Wells, 2011).  When individuals walk their 
dogs, they meet new people and make new friends, enhancing their social interactions with 
others and their social life (Knight & Edwards, 2008).  They also experience an increase in 
health as a result of walking their dogs.  The dogs provided a source of motivation and 
support, which encourages the owner to walk and get physical activity, positively affecting 
their health and fitness (Brewbaker, 2012; Cutt, Knuiman & Giles-Corti, 2008).  Because 
there is an increase in the individuals‟ physical fitness, an increase in self-respect and self-
esteem results as they then care for their health status (Knight & Edwards, 2008).  Cutt, 
Knuiman and Giles-Corti (2008) discovered that the physical activity persisted over time and 
this was because the dog had a positive effect upon their owner‟s cognitive beliefs about 
walking.  Therefore, animals, specifically focusing on dogs, have demonstrated potential to 
increase well-being and quality of life (Wells, 2011). 
     Johnson and Meadows (2010) conducted a study on the effects on individuals who walked 
dogs that were not their own.  Participants believed they were helping the dogs when they 
walked them, encouraging them to walk them in future.  Johnson and Meadows (2010) 
believe that this illustrates that the participants felt committed to the dog, which was also a 
motivator to adhere to the walking program.  The participants felt that when they walked the 
dogs, their mental state improved as they felt better when spending time with them.  Some 
participants experienced physical improvements such as less pain in their legs and fewer 
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headaches because of walking the dogs.  The participants felt happier and motivated to keep 
going, also increasing the individual‟s well-being. 
     Dogs not only provide a source of motivation for walking (Brewbaker, 2012; Cutt, 
Knuiman & Giles-Corti, 2008; Knight & Edwards, 2008); they are a great source of 
motivation to care for another being and then have that care reciprocated (Brewbaker, 2012; 
van Heerden, 2004).  Brewbaker (2012) conducted a study on the effects of companion 
animals on homeless individuals.  Participants felt that their dogs offered them love, affection 
and unconditional acceptance (Brewbaker, 2012).  Having a dog, motivated participants to 
live healthier lifestyles as they wanted to be able to care for and provide for their dog.  They 
did this by avoiding substances and increasing their exercise.  Participants reported that 
owning a dog improved their interpersonal relationships as the dog encouraged their owners 
to be friendly and polite, contributing to overall well-being (Brewbaker, 2012). 
     Furst (2006) and Turner (2007) discovered that having a dog brought into a prison setting 
helped to reduce tension among inmates, which ultimately brought about a calming effect on 
individuals as a result of the presence of the dog.  The reason for the reduction in tension was 
found to be because the dogs were a good distraction from the inmate‟s usual, everyday 
setting and provided prisoners with a feeling of homeliness.  A normalizing effect was 
created as prisoners had a feeling of being at home and acquired fewer restrictions in 
comparison to other prisoners (Turner, 2007).  With these calming effects, a decrease in 
blood pressure was also evident, increasing the overall health of the individuals in the 
prisons.  The dogs promoted exercise, which also contributed to the individuals‟ health 
(Furst, 2006).  Fewer incidents of violence occurred among inmates as a result of the dogs 
that were brought into the prisons as they provided a calming effect and the prisoners would 
play with the dog as opposed to fighting with each other (Furst, 2006; Turner, 2007).  It was 
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also found that no suicide attempts occurred.  The dogs appeared to contribute to an increase 
in laughter among depressed prisoners and helped individuals to relax (Furst, 2006). 
     Need fulfilment.  Individuals can benefit from a dog in many ways.  When individuals 
receive comfort and acceptance from their dogs, whether consciously or sub-consciously, 
well-being can be enhanced by the simple actions individuals display when seeking comfort 
from their dog. 
Yet most of us at some time will have felt stressed, unproductive, or unwell.  At 
these times, many of us with companion animals will have found ourselves, 
often unconsciously, deriving comfort, acceptance, and a renewed sense of 
well-being by simply stroking their fur, taking them for a walk, grooming or 
just talking to them (Hardiman, 2010, p.14). 
 
These actions help lower individuals‟ stress levels, increase happiness and bonding and 
provide individuals with more energy (Hardiman, 2010).  Therefore, as a result of the 
fulfilment of an individual‟s needs, that individual‟s well-being will be enhanced. 
     Van Heerden (2004) conducted a study on childless married couples and their 
relationships with their dogs.  She identified specific themes that contributed to the caring 
relationship between couples and their dogs.  She identified the fulfilment of needs as a major 
theme.  In the study, participants reported that their dogs contributed to the fulfilment of the 
need for a family unit as they viewed their dogs as part of the family and as helpers in making 
their family whole.  Dogs were seen as companions and friends and allowed for mutual 
attachments to form between them and a human.  The participants reported viewing their 
dogs as companions, providing companionship and affection, which would be present in a 
normal family unit.  Dogs therefore fulfilled the participants‟ needs for a family unit (van 
Heerden, 2004). 
     Dogs are seen as important members of the family (Knight & Edwards, 2008; van 
Heerden, 2004).  According to Knight and Edwards (2008) dogs were seen as a replacement 
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for children and some of the participants in their study believed that their dogs provided the 
necessary companionship to contribute to a family unit.  Participants in this study also felt 
that they would grieve for their dogs in the same way that they would for a family member, 
demonstrating that they believed that their dogs were part of the family (Knight & Edwards, 
2008).  According to van Heerden‟s (2004) study, participants spoke about their dogs by 
using terms such as „baby‟, which demonstrated that these participants considered their dogs 
as being equal to humans.  All participants felt that they received friendship, love, comfort, 
and fun from their dogs.  They also viewed their dogs as being a constant within their lives.  
All these factors that the participants felt their dogs brought to their lives can be brought to 
humans lives through another human being, demonstrating that participants felt that their dog 
could be compared to a human (Risley-Curtiss et al., 2006).  When couples‟ needs are 
fulfilled by their dogs, it contributes to the caring relationship between couples and their 
dogs.  A caring relationship can develop between the couples and their dogs, as it can with 
couples and their children.  Having a dog enhances the family as a whole contributing 
positively to the family‟s overall well-being (van Heerden, 2004). 
     Risley-Curtiss and colleagues (2006) discovered in their research that participants felt that 
the relationships with their dogs were reciprocal in nature.  This type of reciprocity is similar 
to that of the bond between a child and a parent or between friends.  In this type of reciprocal 
relationship, each being responds to the other‟s needs.  Although this type of relationship can 
commonly be found between children and their mothers, this study showed that the 
participants felt this reciprocal relationship through their bonds with their dogs (Risley-
Curtiss et al., 2006). 
     Albert and Bulcroft (1988) conducted a study on the functions of pets in families and 
discovered that the roles of pets vary depending on the type of family and the life cycle of the 
family.  For example, families with young children were likely to not own dogs as 
  45 
 
maintaining a dog at that stage of the life cycle was likely to add to stress levels as dogs 
require time that the families may not have.  On the other hand, families with children and 
teenagers appeared to be more likely to own dogs.  This is because the families believed that 
dogs bring beneficial functions to the children and teenagers as the parents view the dogs as 
helpers in teaching responsibilities revolving around caring for dogs.  They viewed dogs as 
tools in helping their children to become more independent and responsible.  They find it 
important for pets to be present in their children‟s lives as the pets provided companionship 
to their children.  Widowed individuals appeared to own fewer dogs as a result of the costs, 
restrictions on housing and some widows preferring autonomy (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988).  
Although dogs acquire different roles depending on the family life stage, dogs have been 
found to help with feelings of loneliness, regardless of the life stage, by providing 
unconditional affection (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988). 
     The second need identified by van Heerden (2004) that could be fulfilled by a dog 
included the need to experience a relationship that entailed care of a dependent being.  Dogs 
depend on their owners for care and attention.  The participants felt proud and glad to have 
their dogs and being able to give them a good home.  They also reported feeling that they 
took care of their dogs very well and did not feel comfortable letting others care for them. 
     The next need that was fulfilled by a dog was the need to be needed (van Heerden, 2004).  
As with infants, dogs need their owner to look after them.  Participants in van Heerden‟s 
(2004) study reported feeling needed by their dogs in order for the dogs to survive, which 
then satisfied this need to be needed, which would generally be fulfilled by a child.  In turn, 
when people feel needed, they also feel a greater sense of self-worth and this feeling then 
contributes positively to participants‟ overall well-being. 
     The need for gratitude has also been fulfilled through owning a dog (van Heerden, 2004).  
When people experience the gratitude of another being, they feel a sense of fulfilment.  The 
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participants reported feeling appreciated through the behaviours of their dogs, for example 
affection.  The participants in van Heerden‟s (2004) study also felt that because their dog was 
grateful, it was satisfying to take care of them.  These grateful behaviours portrayed by the 
dogs contributed positively to the need for gratitude. 
     Dogs adopt many roles within humans‟ lives including friend, companion, confidant, 
family member, and even a source of security (Walsh, 2009b).  Dogs treat others with 
positive regard (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004; Parish-Plass, 2008) and unconditional 
love (Walsh, 2009b; Parish-Plass, 2008) through their respectful and devoted behaviour, 
enhancing feelings of social support.  These feelings of social support provide comfort and 
love to the individual allowing them to view their dog as a confidante and feeling that they 
are being cared for (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004).  Dogs are also forgiving and 
accepting of others (Masson, 1998; Parish-Plass, 2008).  “Animals are such agreeable friends 
-they ask no questions; they pass no criticisms” (Eliot, 1857).  These qualities that dogs 
possess help to enhance the interaction process between humans and dogs, as individuals 
become encouraged to respond to them (Kruger, Trachtenberg & Serpell, 2004).  Dogs and 
humans will therefore interact more frequently, encouraging social interactions between 
humans through their dogs‟ motivation to be walked. 
     Dogs can therefore fulfil an individual‟s need for social interaction.  Dogs display many 
different characteristics through their behaviour and can aid humans in becoming more 
socially interactive with others as they are social beings, encouraging humans to be the same 
(Myers & Saunders, 2002).  Knight and Edwards (2008) reported that owning a dog had 
beneficial impacts upon an individual‟s emotional and social domains of functioning.  The 
dogs helped individuals to feel less lonely, less isolated and less depressed by encouraging 
them to expand their social network. 
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     Turner (2007) conducted a study on the experience of prisons involved in a prison canine 
program.  Prisoners experienced an increase in their self-esteem as a result of a dog being 
brought into the prison setting, which influenced inmates to interact more often with others.  
This enhanced their social skills, as the prisoners were more comfortable talking to others and 
experienced an increase in their communication skills (Turner, 2007).  This enhancement in 
their social skills had a positive influence on an individual‟s need for social interaction.  An 
example of a social skill that was learnt by the prisoners was patience.  Prisoners required 
patience when taking care of puppies as they require constant care.  The prisoners then 
utilised this social skill with other people.  Prisoners were then more sociable as they were 
calm with others, wanted to help them, and had learnt to be patient when dealing with others.  
The parenting skill of responsibility was also acquired through the programme as the 
prisoners were required to care for, love, and take time when looking after the dogs.  
Characteristics of compassion, care, and love could then be used within the prisoners‟ 
relationships with their children.  Working as a team to care for the dogs also contributed to 
the prisoners‟ social skills as they had to work together to train and care for the dogs (Turner, 
2007).  Furst (2006) also conducted a study on prison-based animal programs and found an 
increase in attendance in communal areas in the prisons once a dog had visited those areas 
also increased, enhancing social interactions among inmates (Furst, 2006). 
     Brewbaker (2012) discovered in her study that dogs provided protection (physical and 
emotional) to participants.  Dogs provided their owners with warmth and helped to reduce 
stress.  The participants referred to their dogs as reliable and dedicated, especially in times of 
stress, contributing to the owners feeling protected, and thereby contributing to their well-
being.  Having this reliable and dedicated bond increases attachment between the individual 
and the dog and helps to fulfil the individual‟s need for safety and security.  Dogs are seen as 
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a source of protection and safety as dogs are a deterrent for strangers and individuals 
generally feel safer having a dog around them (Knight & Edwards, 2008). 
     Attachment.  Attachment develops as a result of a relationship between two beings 
(Moursund & Erskine, 2004).  It is therefore important to identify various relational needs in 
a relationship.  According to Moursund and Erskine (2004), there are eight basic relational 
needs.  A relationship will thrive and each individual will have the opportunity to grow if 
these eight basic needs are fulfilled within a relationship.  Firstly, there is a need for security 
within a relationship.  This involves feeling secure and safe with each other.  Individuals can 
each be themselves without the fear of being judged or humiliated.  The second need is the 
need to be valued.  It is important that each individual feels significant and worthy within a 
relationship.  For a relationship to thrive, individuals need to feel that they are cared for and 
that their behaviours and emotions are understood and accepted.  Thirdly, there is a need for 
acceptance within a relationship.  This refers to each individual in the relationship respecting 
the other and allowing the other into their lives as they are.  When an individual is accepted 
within a relationship, the individual feels loved and protected by an individual who is 
important to them.  Another need is mutuality.  This involves the ability to relate to one 
another.  Individuals have the need to be with someone who understands them and what they 
have experienced.  Individuals that have experienced similar situations which enhance their 
understanding of what the other is going through, contributes to mutuality (Moursund & 
Erskine, 2004). 
     The need for self-definition involves each individual in the relationship demonstrating 
their uniqueness and having that uniqueness recognized and accepted.  This allows and 
supports the growth of each individual within the relationship.  Within a relationship, there is 
also a need to make an impact.  This involves each individual having the ability to make an 
impact on the other.  When individuals within a relationship have an impact on each other, 
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they are able to change the way in which the other thinks and behaves as a result of what they 
have said (Moursund & Erskine, 2004). 
     The next relational need is to have the other individual initiate and take the first step with 
different aspects in the relationship.  Within a relationship, individuals need to experience the 
other reaching out to them and initiating various acts or gestures at some stage or another.  
This reminds the individual that the relationship is important and that they are still happy to 
be involved in that relationship.  Lastly, individuals have a relational need to express caring.  
This involves affection, commitment, love, and appreciation for one another.  With these 
eight relational needs being fulfilled, individuals can experience healthy and developing 
relationships.  It is the opinion of the present researcher that these eight relational needs 
facilitate relationships not only between individuals but also between humans and their 
companionate dogs.   
     Dogs have a tendency to want to work and be with humans (Morell, 2013).  They follow 
commands, they cooperate with their owners, and they develop strong attachments and bonds 
with humans (Morell, 2013).  This strong attachment relationship between an individual and 
a dog has been found to be similar to the attachment between mother and child and is 
observed through the dog‟s separation anxiety behaviours such as panting.  According to 
Morell (2013), during 1997 and 1998, studies conducted by Vilmos Csanyi (head of the 
Ethology department in Budapest) and Adam Miklosi (a former student of Csanyi) were done 
on dogs and human attachment.  These studies demonstrated that dogs long to be with 
humans.  Dogs chose to be with human counterparts as opposed to being in the company of 
other dogs.  This behaviour was not observed among wolves.  Dogs appear to know the 
difference between right and wrong as they learn from the social behaviours humans portray 
as opposed to making their own judgements.  This can also be observed in young children 
(Morell, 2013). 
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     Dogs can be seen as a source of affection and attachment among families regardless of 
their life stage and this therefore has a positive influence on these families‟ emotional lives.  
Because they are seen as attachment figures, they can also be used as “emotional substitutes 
for family members such as children and spouses” (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988, p. 550).  Dogs 
provide affection, increasing social support of those who are living alone or who have fewer 
significant others (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988).  Dogs are the most affectionate and supportive 
animals people can own.  They enhance levels of attachment by their interactions with 
people, assisting people both emotionally and psychologically. 
     Van Heerden (2004) identified attachment as an important theme within her research on 
the relationships between childless married couples and their dogs.  She defines attachment as 
“a strong and long lasting emotional tie between a person and another living creature” (van 
Heerden, 2007, p. 2).  When two beings love each other, they generally display attachment to 
one another.  Having an attachment between a couple and their dog enhances the emotional 
and physical well-being of the family as a whole.  Within van Heerden‟s study, participants 
believed that they felt attached to their dogs and that their dogs were attached to them.  There 
were four ways in which this attachment was demonstrated.  Firstly, attachment was seen 
when couples made holiday arrangements.  Some people decided to never leave their dogs 
behind when going on holiday and others took the necessary steps to make sure that when 
they went away, their dogs are well looked after.  These two ways demonstrated that the 
couple was attached to their dog.  Secondly, attachment can be seen when couples and their 
dogs miss each other when they are separated from each other.  Participants reported that 
when they left their dogs behind both their dogs and the couples missed one another, 
demonstrating mutual attachment between the two.  Thirdly, separation anxiety can be seen 
between dogs and their owners, demonstrating attachment to each other.  When a couple and 
their dog bonded closely to one another, separation anxiety behaviours from dogs were seen 
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while participants reported feeling separation anxiety when away from their dogs.  This 
results from close attachment to one another.  Lastly, grief at the thought of losing their dogs 
can demonstrate attachment.  Participants in the study reported feeling grief and sadness at 
the thought of the loss of their dog.  This demonstrated that the couples felt attached to their 
dogs. 
     Brewbaker‟s (2012) study identified attachment as an important characteristic that the 
participants‟ dogs provided them.  Participants felt emotionally close to their companions and 
felt attached to them.  Many individuals felt a sense of belonging as a result of their dog, 
viewing them as best friends.  Dogs reciprocated their owners love and affection, contributing 
to participants feelings of attachment.  This positively influenced the participants‟ emotional 
well-being. 
     Psychological health.  Research demonstrates that dogs can be beneficial to individuals‟ 
psychological health.  “Dogs are not our whole life, but they make our lives whole" wrote 
Roger Caras (n.d.).  Masson (1998), Fox (2006) and Bloom and Friedman (2013) are of the 
opinion that dogs have emotions and feelings, as do humans.  Masson (1998) describes in his 
book, Dogs Never Lie About Love: Reflections on the Emotional World of Dogs, the pure joy, 
disappointment, happiness, and sadness that dogs feel and how they are completely 
unambiguous when displaying these emotions.  Dogs display their feelings in an honest and 
straightforward way, allowing humans to learn from them.  When observing how dogs feel, 
he believes one can learn about one‟s own feelings as well (Masson, 1998).  Creating a 
deeper understanding of one‟s own feelings help individuals to understand themselves and 
thereby enhance their psychological well-being. 
     Cline (2010) conducted a study on the psychological effects of owning a dog.  She 
discovered that owning a dog had more beneficial effects on well-being for single individuals 
than married individuals and for women as opposed to men.  The reasons for this were 
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because married individuals have more roles and obligations to fulfil, and owning a dog may 
add extra roles and responsibilities which will cause role strain and ultimately decrease the 
married couple‟s well-being.  A decrease in depression levels was found in women as a result 
of owning a dog, but this result was not the same for men (Cline, 2010).  Cline (2010) 
discovered that the reason for this was because women valued their relationships with their 
dogs more than men did. 
     Norris, Shinew, Chick and Beck (1999) conducted a study on the effects of pets on retired 
individuals.  They found that people who owned dogs experienced higher levels of life 
satisfaction, were more satisfied with their health, and felt a sense of personal safety in 
comparison to those who did not own dogs.  All three of these factors contribute to an 
individuals‟ well-being as the individuals are satisfied with their lives, feel safe, and perceive 
their health in a positive manner, thereby positively contributing to the psychological health 
of individuals. 
     Dogs are not only good for individuals‟ physical health; they can also contribute to 
individuals‟ psychological well-being as a result of the interactions that occur between 
humans and their dogs (Knight & Edwards, 2008).  In studies conducted by Knight and 
Edwards (2008) and Mornement (2012), participants reported that their dogs were 
contributors to the improvement of their quality of life as they provided companionship, 
comfort, and unconditional love, contributing positively to their psychological health.  
Participants also reported that dogs are different from humans as they are not temperamental 
and that every day they are the same (Knight & Edwards, 2012).  Dogs decrease stress by 
providing a distraction for individuals through the act of stroking them.  This decrease in 
stress has also been found to increase an individual‟s mental health (Wells, 2011).  
     Wells (2011) discovered that prisoners experienced lower levels of loneliness and higher 
levels of responsibility and self-worth as a result of the presence of another being and of 
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taking care of a dog, resulting in higher psychological well-being.  Wells (2011) also 
identified „needy‟ behaviours of dogs, including the way in which they greet others, their 
affection, loyalty, and unconditional love.  This is demonstrated through the following 
statement made by Masson (1998); “…for the dog truly loves us, sometimes beyond 
expectation, beyond measure, beyond what we deserve, more indeed than we love ourselves” 
(p. 280).  The behaviours that dogs portrayed towards individuals also promoted the 
individuals‟ self-worth and self-esteem, contributing positively to their psychological well-
being (Adams, 2009; Wells, 2011). 
     Prisoners selected into canine programs experienced an increase in their self-esteem as 
they felt honoured to be chosen.  The responsibilities that the program required also increased 
prisoners‟ self-esteem and self-respect as they learnt more about themselves and what they 
were capable of (Turner, 2007).  Dogs are trainable, and as a result, individuals see 
themselves in a powerful position as they have control over the animal (Kruger, Trachtenberg 
& Serpell, 2004).  This feeling of control can also help increase an individual‟s self-esteem 
and self-efficacy (Parish-Plass, 2008) which has a positive impact upon an individual‟s 
psychological well-being.   
     Love.  “Love of animals is a universal impulse, a common ground on which all of us may 
meet.  By loving and understanding animals, perhaps we humans shall come to understand 
each other.” (Camuti, 1893-1981, Animal Liberation Front, para. 31).  Masson (1998) 
believes that dogs love completely and that the love shared between dogs and humans is 
voluntary and selfless.  Masson views dogs as the first creatures that humans formed close 
bonds with and that the bonds were extremely strong from both sides - the human and the 
dog.  The reason this bond is so strong and intense is because the human is able to understand 
the emotional responses of the dog and vice versa.  Dogs don‟t hide their feelings and 
therefore there is no ambiguity in their emotional responses, aiding humans to understand 
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their emotional world (Masson, 1998).  Kruger Trachtenberg and Serpell (2004) agree that 
dogs are extremely loyal and are unambiguous in their responses, resulting in humans also 
having a better understanding of where they stand with the dog. 
     No matter the situation, dogs want to please people and are always excited to be with them 
(Masson, 1998).  This is a positive attribute of dogs, no matter what one‟s behaviour or 
thoughts; they will never judge one, will always forgive one, and continue to love (Masson, 
1998).  
“Even if the dog has had its share of misery - and here is the great lesson we 
can take from dogs - it somehow manages, without the benefit of analysis, to 
overcome the past, to emerge from a time of sorrow with a strange kind of 
optimism: it wishes to love again” (Masson, 1998. p. 268). 
 
Dogs are loyal to humans and trust them because they love them (Masson, 1998). 
     Van Heerden (2004) identified love as a major theme in her study.  According to her, there 
are different contributors to the theme of love.  The first contributor to the love theme was 
companionship.  Having companionship with another being contributed to feelings of love 
between two beings.  When a human and a dog interacted, companionate love developed 
between them.  The two became friends and attached to each other.  This helped people to 
believe that the love between them and their dog was mutual.  The participants reported 
feeling the devotion of their dog towards them because of the feelings of love shared between 
them.  Due to this devotion, the participants felt that their dog was always there for them, 
decreasing the owner‟s loneliness and enhancing mental well-being.  Having a 
companionship with their dog also made the participants feel as though they understood their 
dog, including their feelings and needs. 
     The second contributing factor was affection (van Heerden, 2004).  Affection was 
demonstrated in two different ways.  The first way was by giving the dogs nicknames to 
show their affection towards the dogs.  Secondly, couples demonstrated pride by boasting 
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about their dogs to others.  This is another way of demonstrating affection, as people do with 
their children (van Heerden, 2004).  This affection therefore positively influenced feelings of 
love between couples and their dogs. 
     The third contributor to love was trust (van Heerden, 2004).  Trust is important within a 
loving relationship between two beings.  Participants believed that they could trust and count 
on their dogs and that their dogs trusted them in return.  The trust in the relationship was 
enhanced as the expectations of each side are met.  This contributed to the caring relationship 
and enhanced feelings of love. 
     The forth contributing factor to the love theme was physical contact (van Heerden, 2004).  
Physical contact helps two beings express love for each other.  Within a family unit, people 
demonstrate physical contact such as kissing and hugging their children.  Couples with dogs 
also had physical contact with their dogs that demonstrated their feelings of love.  Having a 
dog to share physical contact with de-stressed and calmed people down.  Dogs and people 
found comfort in this physical contact.  Having this physical contact demonstrated the love 
and affection shared between the dog and their owner. 
    Lastly, participants reported feeling love for their dog and also feeling that their dog loved 
them (van Heerden, 2004).  This contributed positively to the caring relationship and family 
unit. 
     Families have dogs for many reasons and purposes but the most valued and desired 
characteristics that dogs possess include their companionship, affection, and pleasure.  They 
are affectionate and help individuals to feel safe and secure (Brewbaker, 2012).  Dogs get 
excited to see their owners and are grateful for love and attention.  When an individual has a 
dog, and they spend time together, a bond has the opportunity to develop between them 
(Walsh, 2009a) which can provide owners with a source of friendship (Hens, 2008).  The 
comfort and love experienced develops both ways, the owner feels love for the dog and the 
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dog reciprocates this love.  This demonstrates that the relationship between a human and a 
dog is reciprocal and both parties benefit.  It demonstrates that a great bond can be found 
between a human and a dog and with this bond, trust between the two can develop (Hens, 
2008). 
     Within the positive psychology paradigm, having positive emotions are important.  
Having a relationship with a pet allows an individual to talk to and love another being and 
have this love reflected back on to that individual (Blanch, 2011).  Anatole France (1921, 
Anatole France Quotes, para. 1) noted that “Until one has loved an animal, a part of one‟s 
soul remains unawakened”.   Dogs can help an individual to have a sense of meaning in life 
as the individual will be helping the dog by taking care of them, thereby doing good for other 
beings.  This impacts positively upon an individual and can contribute to positive emotions 
(Blanch, 2011). 
     Family ritual participation.  Van Heerden (2004) identified the theme of ritualization as 
a contributor to the caring relationship between couples and their dogs.  Ritualisation 
involves specific behaviours that ensured that the family lived together in harmony and that 
current caring behaviours were continued throughout the family unit.  The first contributor of 
ritualization is discipline.  Discipline helps the family to understand acceptable and 
unacceptable rituals (behaviours) within the family unit.  The participants described their 
dogs as obedient and loyal, which demonstrated that they believed their dogs were 
disciplined.  When a dog was disciplined, the couples lived in harmony and were able to 
continue their caring rituals for their dog, contributing to the harmonisation of the family as a 
whole. 
     Another contributor to ritualization was activities (van Heerden, 2004).  Activities within 
the family unit are the different activities that occur regularly at specific times throughout the 
day.  When a couple does not have a child but has a dog, these activities may include the dog.  
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The first activity was eating.  This included set mealtimes for the dog whereby they were 
given their food.  The food was also given at a specific place and in a specific way.  This 
contributed to ritualization, enhancing harmonisation within the family unit.  Some 
participants reported that they shared their food with their dog, which was seen as a way of 
showing intimacy and affection.  Each family had their own routine with regards to eating, 
and a dog did not change this.  Having a dog included in eating rituals and routines 
contributed to the ritualization of the family unit.  The second activity was sleeping.  This 
included where and when sleeping occurred and the activities before going to bed.  When a 
couple had a dog, sleeping activities were included as with children.  Participants reported 
having specific places where their dog slept at night, specific times the dog went to bed and 
specific things that were to be done before going to bed.  This contributed to the ritualization 
of the family unit (van Heerden, 2004). 
     The third activity was grooming (van Heerden, 2004).  Hygiene is important within a 
family unit.  As with a child, the couples looked after and ensured hygiene levels were good 
with their dogs.  They did this by grooming and bathing them.  This helped the couples feel 
that they were being responsible and contributed to the couples feeling as if they were 
contributing to their overall well-being.  Thus, the couples felt it was important to have this 
grooming ritual as it contributed to the caring relationship.  Treats were also part of 
ritualization.  Treats were given to the dogs at specific times and were viewed as a way of 
spoiling the ones they love or as positive reinforcement for good behaviour.  Participants felt 
that the giving of treats contributed to important rituals that occurred in the family unit. 
     Lastly, greeting rituals and recreational activities were included in a couple‟s everyday 
routine with their dogs (van Heerden, 2004).  Each couple had a different way in which they 
greeted their dog and different recreational activities that were done with their dogs, but these 
activities ultimately contributed to the family‟s ritualization.  Each of the rituals performed by 
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the couples with their dogs contributed to the creation of a secure environment whereby the 
family could create a family identity.  It was also used as a way of bringing the family closer 
together and each family member learnt the roles and behaviours of other members, which 
contributed to their knowledge of acceptable and unacceptable behaviours (van Heerden, 
2004). 
     In summary, dogs have been found to provide physical benefits such as a decrease in 
blood pressure, stress levels, heart attacks, and doctor visits.  Dogs also enhance levels of 
physical exercise, energy levels, sleep, and relaxation, contributing to overall health.  They 
provide specific psychological benefits such as a decrease in anxiety levels, despair and 
loneliness, and depression levels.  Dogs have also brought reciprocal love, happiness, 
affection, and trust.  They can be attachment figures, friends, and part of a family.  These 
companionate beings enhance an individual‟s sense of meaning in life and quality of life.  
They enhance support networks, feelings of safety, self-esteem, self-worth, and general life 
skills, for example, parenting.  Dogs fulfil needs and enhance ritualisation, contributing to life 
satisfaction and overall well-being.   
Conclusion 
     This chapter has described and explored the relationship between humans and dogs.  It 
looked at the different ways in which dogs can influence humans in a variety of settings.  It 
identified different characteristics of dogs and how these characteristics enhanced 
individuals‟ relationships with dogs.  It also explored research on how dogs contributed both 
physically and psychologically to humans, resulting in a contribution to individuals‟ overall 
well-being.  The following chapter will describe the methodology that was utilized in the 
present study. 
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Chapter Four 
Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This chapter focuses on the primary research aim of the study and the way in which the 
study was carried out.  An exploratory descriptive qualitative research design is defined and 
reasons for the use of this research design in this study are discussed.  The ways in which 
participants were chosen and their selection criteria are described.  The process of data 
collection and analysis for this study are also highlighted.  Lastly, ethical considerations 
taken into account during this study are discussed. 
Research Aim 
     The primary aim of this study was to explore and describe the perceived influence of the 
human-companionate dog bond upon psychological well-being.  This was done by exploring 
participants‟ perceptions of the relationship shared between them and their dog.  The 
theoretical framework informing this study was positive psychology which focuses less on 
pathology and more on health, well-being, and satisfaction with life. 
Research Design 
     An exploratory descriptive qualitative research approach was utilized in the present study 
in order to explore and gain an in-depth understanding of the influence of the human-
companionate dog bond on psychological well-being (Creswell, Hanson, Clark & Morales 
2007).  Using an exploratory descriptive research approach allows the researcher to gain 
familiarity with specific aspects and allows for a deeper understanding and examination of 
the research question.  This exploratory descriptive research approach helps gain 
understanding into a focus area in research that is neither fully defined nor recognized (Hair, 
Celsi, Money, Samouel & Page, 2011). 
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     This study utilized a qualitative research approach.  Qualitative research designs are 
advantageous because they are explorative, descriptive, and more in-depth as they make use 
of open-ended questions (Creswell, Hanson, Clark & Morales, 2007; Hoepfl, 1997).  Open-
ended questions allow for uniqueness and elaboration in answers, thereby increasing the 
quality of the data and facilitating greater understanding and meaning of the phenomenon 
under investigation. 
     A disadvantage of utilizing a qualitative research approach is that, because subjects are 
required to fully describe and explore the topic under investigation, unimportant or 
unnecessary information may be hard to regulate (Babbie, 2007).  Secondly, a qualitative 
approach relies on an individual‟s subjective interpretations and understandings.  This 
subjectivity could create concerns regarding the trustworthiness of a study (Hoepfl, 1997). 
     Another disadvantage could be that after data analysis the researcher, having a complete 
understanding of the data, could be in danger of generalizing the findings beyond the sample 
frame.  This could also generate a subjective stance as a result of the researcher over-
generalizing the findings thus influencing the trustworthiness of the study (Rubin & Babbie, 
2011). 
     In order to enhance the quality of this qualitative research study, the researcher utilized the 
eight criteria for excellent qualitative research proposed by Tracy (2010).  This model 
explores eight crucial indicators of quality and provides a universal standard for qualitative 
research practices.  The first indicator is whether the study focuses on a worthy topic or not.  
This refers to the relevance and significance of the topic at hand.  It includes whether the 
topic is interesting and timely (Tracy, 2010).  The researcher chose a topic that is interesting 
and relevant as studies on the relationship between humans and dogs are increasing (Blanch, 
2011).  Although there are many studies on humans and dogs, much of the research lacks 
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scientific validation, making this study timely, significant and relevant (Wells, 2011).  This 
therefore indicates that the topic is worthy. 
     The second indicator provided by Tracy (2010) is rich rigour.  This refers to the use of 
sufficient, appropriate, and multifaceted information within the study.  For quality qualitative 
research, the researcher should consult an abundance of information in order to support the 
theoretical constructs.  The data should be appropriate to the study and the time spent in the 
field should be sufficient.  There should also be a sufficient number of samples used in the 
study to provide appropriate and complex data.  Data collection and analysis should be 
suitable and completed with care.  The researcher consulted a variety of literature to access 
relevant theories and constructs.  In addition, the researcher collected data until data 
saturation was reached, providing a sufficient number of items in the interview in order for 
complex data to emerge.  The researcher was guided by ethical considerations during the 
design, data collection and use of an appropriate data analysis method.  This enabled the 
research to be rich with rigour and contributed to a high quality qualitative research study. 
     Sincerity is another indicator of excellent qualitative research (Tracy, 2010).  This refers 
to the ability of the researcher to ensure that no biases or subjectivity enters into the study.  It 
includes the researcher being open about methods and risks throughout the completion of the 
study.  The researcher had the opportunity to write in a researcher‟s journal, in order to 
ensure no biases entered into the study.  This researcher journal allowed the researcher to 
record all personal opinions in the journal as opposed to in the study, reducing chances of 
biases entering into the study.  This was useful because it allowed the researcher to identify 
any personal thoughts and record them into a separate book so as not to enter them into the 
data received from the participants, thereby reassuring that the results are trustworthy in 
nature. 
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     Tracy (2010) included resonance as a further indicator of excellent qualitative research.  
This refers to the ability of the research to influence or move the audience.  The research 
should capture the audience and be encouraging.  Research findings should also be applicable 
across a variety of contexts.  Individuals will feel encouraged by this study because it has a 
focus on positive psychology and looks at positive health and well-being.  This allows 
individuals to gain a better understanding of psychological well-being and allows them be 
able to utilize the findings in their everyday lives.  Measures such as boundary setting on the 
sample selection were created to ensure transferability and applicability across a variety of 
contexts, as will be discussed below. 
     Another indicator of excellent qualitative research is significant contribution (Tracy, 
2010).  The research should provide a significant contribution to theoretical, practical, moral, 
and methodological research areas.  Research should also be useful, appropriate, and have the 
ability to encourage people to explore similar topics in future.  Since there is a lack of 
understanding of the relationship between humans and dogs (van Heerden, 2004), this 
research study aimed to provide further exploration into the topic and sought to identify 
additional benefits of the human-companionate dog relationship.  This research will 
encourage other researchers to explore similar topics in future, and this will broaden the 
scientific data available on the human-companionate dog relationship. 
     Tracy (2010) identified ethical considerations as another indicator of excellent qualitative 
research.  The researcher should act ethically in all dimensions during the design and 
completion of the study.  Ethical considerations should be noted and adhered to.  The 
researcher has described the ethical considerations that applied to the current study and 
ensured adherence to ethical standards throughout the completion of this study. 
     Tracy (2010) identified meaningful coherence as an important indicator of excellent 
qualitative research.  This refers to the study achieving what it set out to achieve.  The study 
  63 
 
should have achieved the goals identified at the commencement of the study.  The study 
should also integrate all the domains of the study including literature, research questions and 
findings.  The researcher set specific aims and goals at the commencement of the study, 
shown in chapter one, and fulfilled these during the study while coherently integrating the 
different domains of the study. 
          The final indicator of excellent qualitative research is credibility.  Credibility refers to 
the trustworthiness of the research findings (Tracy, 2010).  Research should be descriptive, 
detailed, and explicit to ensure the trustworthiness and reliability of the study.  References 
should be plentiful and specific to enhance the credibility of the study.  Lincoln and Guba‟s 
(1985) Model of Trustworthiness of qualitative data was utilized to enhance the objectivity of 
the study.  The researcher made certain that all steps taken in the study were recorded in 
detail and that the method was fully explained.  An extensive reference list was also created, 
enhancing the scientific validation of the study and thereby increasing trustworthiness and 
reliability. 
     Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed four main criteria to establish trustworthiness when 
conducting a qualitative study.  The first criterion is credibility.  This refers to internal 
validity whereby the researcher attempts to ensure that the study measures what it was 
intended to measure.  It includes demonstrating that the results came about as a product of the 
utilization of a correct and valid method and process of scientific research.  This model 
recommends frequent debriefing sessions between researcher and supervisor to allow each to 
add comments and ideas and expand each other‟s views and perceptions.  Frequent meetings 
between the researcher and her supervisors occurred in order to expand on ideas and various 
concepts about the study.  Various ideas and perceptions were provided and expanded upon 
between the researcher and her supervisors during these debriefing sessions.  Discussions 
about the methodology, transcriptions and emerging themes occurred in order to expand on 
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various ideas and enhance credibility.  The method and process utilised was also recorded 
step by step in order to enhance the credibility and ensure its validity. 
     The next criterion is transferability.  This refers to the extent to which the findings can be 
applied to other contexts and situations.  It is also known as external validity.  One way to 
increase transferability is for the researcher to portray the boundaries of the study.  These 
boundaries can then be considered before transferability is applied.  The researcher has 
placed boundaries on the type of participants through specific selection criteria.  Only 
specific participants could be considered for participation in the study and all criteria were 
applied to all participants.  Another boundary that was included into the study was that only 
semi-structured questions would be used in order to obtain in-depth information about the 
participants‟ relationships with their dogs and to minimize restrictions on their opinions and 
perceptions about this relationship.  All interviews that were conducted included semi-
structured interviews whereby the participants could elaborate when and if necessary.  
Thereafter, transferability can be applied. 
     Dependability is the next criterion included in Lincoln and Guba‟s (1985) Model of 
Trustworthiness.  This refers to the reliability of the study and whether consistent findings 
could be found if the study was repeated.  In order to increase dependability, the exact 
method of scientific research that the researcher utilized in the study must be recorded to 
ensure that the study can be repeated by other researchers and that the researchers will reach 
similar results.  In order to enhance the dependability of the study, the researcher made 
certain that all steps taken throughout the methodology of the study have been noted and 
recorded.  The steps have been included into the research dissertation along with 
recommendations for future researchers so as to ensure dependability of the scientific stud 
and thereby enhance trustworthiness. 
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     The final criterion of Lincoln and Guba‟s (1985) model is conformability.  This involves 
the objectivity of the researcher, whereby no bias enter into the research study.  It is also 
referred to as neutrality.  It is recommended that the researcher create detailed descriptions of 
the method and decisions and use an external reviewer of scientific research in order to 
enhance conformability.  The researcher created a detailed description of the methodology 
utilized in this study in the research design, data collection process and data analysis sections 
of this chapter.  The research supervisors were consulted during the process of the research 
study to enhance neutrality.  As a result of the utilization of Lincoln and Guba‟s (1985) 
model of Trustworthiness of qualitative data, researcher biases and subjectivity were 
minimised and the trustworthiness of the study was enhanced. 
Participants and Sampling 
     By using a qualitative approach, the researcher was able to use non-probability purposive 
and snowball sampling methods.  Non-probability sampling implies that participants are not 
chosen using random selection but that the participants are selected for a particular purpose 
and reason (Gravetter & Forzano, 2012).  An advantage of non-probability sampling is that it 
is neither expensive nor time consuming (Levy & Lemeshow, 2008) and is therefore 
appropriate for this study.  Disadvantages of using these sampling techniques are that there is 
no statistical way to confirm the validity or reliability of the data as the researcher has little 
control over the representativeness of the sample and therefore there could be biases 
regarding the composition of the sample (Gravetter & Forzano, 2012).  Snowball sampling 
involved the initial participant approaching additional participants meeting the inclusion 
criteria, to invite for possible inclusion in this study.  This sampling technique was used to 
reduce biases concerning the sample as the researcher did not select the invited participants. 
     For the purpose of this study, the selected sample consisted of both adult females and 
males who have lived with a dog for a minimal period of one year and were also primarily 
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responsible for the care of the dog.  Selecting only those individuals who had a companionate 
relationship with their dogs and who had owned and cared for a specific dog for a minimal 
period of one year, allowed sufficient time for the human-companionate dog bond to have 
developed, which served to maximise homogeneity of the sample in this regard.  Individuals 
were not excluded from the study based on their ethnic or cultural background.  Individuals 
over the age of eighteen were utilised in the study.  Only individuals who could speak, 
understand, and had passed grade twelve English were included in this study. 
Data Collection Process 
     After procedural and ethical approval to conduct the research study was obtained from the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University Faculty Research, Technology and Innovations 
committee and the Research Ethics Committee (Human), the researcher began identifying 
and recruiting voluntary participants for the study.  A pilot study was conducted with two 
representative participants prior to the main study to eliminate any problems that could have 
arisen with regard to the data collection process.  Any problems that the researcher faced in 
the pilot study were then rectified and adjustments made to ensure the smooth running of the 
data collection process in the main study.  During the pilot study, no problems were face but 
the questionnaire used in the semi-structured interviews was adjusted after completion of the 
pilot study.  Extra questions were included to refine the focus of the study.  These questions 
included details about the participant‟s feelings of safety, loneliness and support, 
commitment to their dog, stress levels, and self-esteem.   
     After the pilot study was conducted, an information letter was provided to participants in 
the main study for an opportunity to be informed of the study and to develop a better 
understanding of the nature and process of the research study (Appendix 1).  It described the 
nature and process of the research.  Thereafter, participants willing to participate in the study 
were provided with a consent form to complete (Appendix 2).  This included information that 
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informed the participant of the confidential nature of the study.  In signing the consent forms, 
participants agreed to participate voluntarily and agreed to have their interviews recorded by 
means of a tape recorder. 
     Once the signed consent forms were finalised and any questions or concerns that arose 
were clarified, data collection commenced.  A semi-structured interview was used (Appendix 
3) so that the order could differ if necessary from one participant to another.  This method 
was used to obtain in-depth information and to minimise restrictions as opposed to a 
prescriptive question order in interview sessions (Sommer & Sommer, 1997).  The researcher 
ensured that all questions asked in the interviews were derived from the relevant literature so 
that unnecessary information was not included or was limited.  The interviews were 
scheduled at a time that was convenient for each participant and were conducted in a private 
room in the participant‟s homes where a bond between the owner and the dog was observed, 
as the dog was present during the interviews.  After the interviews, the tape recordings were 
transcribed.  Thereafter, follow-up meetings were arranged with each participant in order to 
verify the contents of their interviews and clarify any statements made in order to enhance the 
trustworthiness, reliability and validity of data collection.  Participants were given the 
opportunity to view their transcripts and make any necessary changes.  Minor grammatical 
changes were made by participants but no additions were necessary.  Participants were then 
asked to verify that their transcripts were correct by signing Appendix 4, thus providing 
consent for the researcher to continue with the study using their transcripts. 
     During the data collection and transcription processes, the researcher had the opportunity 
to record any personal thoughts or perceptions that arose from the interviews and the 
transcripts in the researcher‟s journal, reducing the risk of personal biases entering into the 
data collected, as any subjective thoughts were then placed in the journal as opposed to in the 
data. 
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Data Analysis 
     The questions in the interviews were only based on relevant literature so as to produce the 
data required for the completion of the study.  The researcher explored the participants‟ 
perceptions of the bonds they have with their dogs in order to identify and describe the 
influence the bond had on their psychological well-being. 
     After the researcher transcribed the audio recordings obtained during the interview process 
she sought common themes in the participants‟ responses.  Lincoln and Guba‟s (1985) Model 
of Trustworthiness of qualitative data was also utilized to enhance the trustworthiness of the 
study.  The researcher has enhanced the trustworthiness of the data collection, analysis and 
reporting process in the following manner.  Firstly, research supervisors oversaw the 
researcher.  Secondly, the researcher involved an independent coder to ensure that all 
participant responses were reported and transcribed accurately.  Thirdly, the researcher 
ensured that no biased opinions or perceptions entered into the findings during the collection 
and analysis of data by using an independent coder experienced in qualitative methods.  The 
independent coder audited transcriptions, data analysis and interpretation of the themes 
within the data to enhance trustworthiness.  Finally, the researcher also ensured that there was 
no misrepresentation, falsification or deception during data collection, analysis and reporting 
of the results and enhanced the trustworthiness and meaning by using the research 
supervisors, who independently checked the analysis and findings. 
     The researcher then coded and analysed the data according to Tesch‟s (1990) eight step 
model of data analysis.  This method involves specific considerations and steps that should be 
taken when conducting qualitative data analysis (Dey, 1993).  According to Tesch‟s (1990) 
eight step model of data analysis, the researcher first aims to understand the data fully and as 
a whole by making notes of any ideas that came to mind from repeatedly reading the 
transcriptions.  After this the researcher should attempt to uncover the underlying meaning of 
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the data.  The researcher did this by identifying emerging topics from the data and from any 
ideas written in the notes from step one.  Once topics were identified, common themes were 
drawn up and clustered together into different categories - major themes, unique themes, and 
miscellaneous themes.  This allowed the researcher to have a clear and concise view and 
understanding of the collected data.  The themes that emerged were then condensed into 
codes, which were placed next to their relevant categories.  According to Tesch (1990), this 
gives way to new emerging themes and codes.  The researcher then used descriptive wording 
for each theme that had emerged through the analysis.  The themes were then converted into 
categories.  This reduces the list of categories by grouping related topics.  The codes were 
then ordered alphabetically.  The preliminary data analysis was completed by placing 
associated data of the participants‟ responses in each category.  The categorised data then 
allowed the researcher to link the data associated with the research aims.  Once analysis of 
the data was completed, an independent coder was utilised to confirm the analysis of the data 
and ensure no bias was entered into the findings.  The independent coder created themes from 
the research findings and these themes were compared to the researchers themes.  A 
combination of themes therefore emerged.  Participants were provided with feedback of the 
findings of the research study at the conclusion of the study. 
Ethical Considerations 
     When conducting any research study, it is important to implement ethical procedures.  
Firstly, the researcher received approval from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Faculty Research , Technology and Innovations committee and the Research Ethics 
Committee (Human) prior to conducting this research project.  The researcher then took 
specific ethical considerations into account.  According to the Health Professions Council of 
South Africa (HPCSA) (2008), specific rules apply to psychologists in their research and 
practice.  When conducting research involving animals, psychologists shall treat such animal 
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humanely and shall abide by international standards (HPCSA, 2008).  Therefore, all dogs 
used in this study were treated with care and there was no harm inflicted upon them.  Not 
only were the dogs treated ethically, but the human subjects were respected as well by taking 
into account specific ethical factors.  When conducting research with human subjects, it is 
important to take the following ethical factors into consideration (HPCSA, 2008): 
     Informed consent.  According to the HPCSA (2008) informed consent involves the 
participant freely and willingly giving the researcher the opportunity to conduct research after 
being given an accurate breakdown of what the research entails and of any risks involved.  
     Each participant in the current study was informed about the nature of the study as 
described in the information letter (Appendix 1).  They were informed about how the process 
of data collection would commence (interviews and recordings used) and the requirements 
necessary for their participation.  Each participant was given an opportunity to ask questions 
about the study.  The researcher informed each participant of the voluntary nature of their 
participation and acquired their consent prior to conducting the study.  After the study had 
commenced the participants were still allowed the opportunity to withdraw their participation 
without penalty.  This information was included in the consent form (Appendix 2). 
Privacy and confidentiality.  Researchers should take note of the privacy and 
confidentiality aspects that may arise in conducting research.  It is the responsibility of the 
researcher to take care of and safeguard all information provided by the participants as this 
information is of a sensitive and personal nature (Cozby, 2008).  This was done be keeping 
the data collected from the interviews locked in her office where only the researcher had 
access to it.  The participants were informed that the information revealed in the research was 
kept confidential and anonymous, as described in the consent form (Appendix 2), to ensure 
truthful, explorative, and detailed responses.  The assurance given to participants regarding 
the confidential nature of the study allowed individuals not to feel the need to suppress any 
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relevant thoughts and feelings about their bond with their dog and their perceptions of the 
influence of this bond on their psychological well-being.  The identification of the 
participants was converted to codes by the researcher so that the independent coder was 
unaware of the participants‟ confidential information.   
Risk and psychological harm.  This includes the risks and potential psychological harm 
that could result from participating in a study.  The researcher ensured that risks were 
minimized and that participants were protected (Cozby, 2008).  This was done by 
highlighting that participation was voluntary and individuals could withdraw from the study 
if they felt it necessary, without penalty. 
Personal biases and opinions of the researcher.  Personal biases and opinions of the 
researcher also need to be considered (Cottrell & McKenzie, 2010).  These include 
perceptions, views, beliefs, and opinions that the researcher may have about the findings of 
the research while conducting the study.  The researcher was aware that personal biases and 
opinions could enter into the results.  The researcher made certain that these were not 
included in the findings, and therefore did not effect any of the results from the study, by 
making use of an independent coder and research supervisors who confirmed that the 
findings were reliable.  A research journal was also utilised whereby the researcher recorded 
personal thoughts and opinions regarding the semi-structured interviews and during data 
analysis. 
Misrepresentation of results.  Misrepresentation of results includes reporting results that 
may be false, inaccurate or altered, possibly for personal motives.  According to Cottrell and 
McKenzie (2010), one needs to carefully consider the implications of the falsification of 
research results.  The researcher conducted the study and reported on the findings in a manner 
that did not involve deception or misrepresentation to ensure the results were accurate and 
trustworthy.  This was done by making use of research supervisors to confirm the results 
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drawn by the researcher.  During data collection, records were kept in order to ensure no 
misrepresentation of results.  An independent coder also confirmed the research findings to 
ensure that there was no misrepresentation of results. 
Conclusion 
     This chapter focused on the methodology of the current study.  It defined the primary aim 
of the study and discussed the exploratory descriptive qualitative research design that was 
used as well as its advantages and disadvantages.  For this study, non-probability purposive 
and snowball sampling methods were used.  The criteria for inclusion of participants into the 
study were described as was the data collection process and method.  For data analysis, 
Lincoln and Guba‟s (1985) Model of Trustworthiness of qualitative data and Tesch‟s eight 
step model of data analysis were identified and explained.  Lastly, ethical considerations 
applied in the current study were discussed.  The following chapter will discuss the results of 
this research study and relate the findings to the literature review. 
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Chapter Five 
Findings and Discussion 
Introduction 
     This chapter describes and discusses the findings of the study.  A description of the 
themes identified from the semi-structured interviews is also presented.  Each theme is 
discussed and relevant literature is integrated in this discussion.  Finally, a summary of the 
findings is given. 
Description of Research Sample 
     The participants included in this study were selected according to the inclusion criteria for 
participation so as to ensure that the research sample was homogeneous in this regard.  This 
study consisted of seven participants in total, two males and five females.  Participants ages 
ranged from 22 to 65 years.  There were six Caucasian participants and one Indian participant 
in the study.  The majority of the participants were either single or divorced while one 
participant was married.  One of the participants had three dependents and the other had two 
dependents.  Participants owned their dogs for an average period of 5.7 years, ranging from 
two to 15 years.  The time for the semi-structured interviews ranged from 15 to 40 minutes. 
     All personal participant details in this study remained confidential to encourage detailed 
responses of their perceptions of their relationships with their dogs.  In examining the 
individual‟s perceptions of the relationship they have with their dogs, the study was able to 
describe how this human-companionate dog bond influences participants psychological well-
being. 
Discussion of Findings 
     Once a list of themes was compiled, the researcher compared her findings with the 
independent coder‟s findings and an agreement of themes was arrived at consensually.  
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Themes were then discussed with the research supervisors and any necessary adjustments 
were made.  The consensual themes that emerged were as follows: 
     Table 5.1 
     Consensual Themes 
 
Theme 1: Improved physical health.  The participants‟ physical health was perceived to 
be enhanced through dog ownership.  There is a vast amount of research demonstrating an 
increase in activities and physical health as a result of owning a dog.  Headey and Zheng 
(2007) highlighted that dog ownership increased exercise, which enhanced sleep and thereby 
caused the individual to feel fitter.  This then decreased the number of days that individuals 
Themes Subthemes  and Categories 
1  Improved physical health 1.1 Increased physical activity 
2  Improved relational well-being 2.1 Companionship 
  2.2 Attachment: 
  ·Grief at loss (paradoxical relationship) 
  ·Decreased loneliness 
  ·Understanding the dog 
  
2.3 Encouragement to walk facilitates engagement with 
others 
  
2.4 The healing of early negative childhood memories 
2.5 Life lessons as a result of the dog‟s unique nature: 
 The benefits of unconditional love (Affection, 
support) 
 Appreciate life and the small things in it 
 Tolerance and patience towards others 
3  Improved mental health 3.1 Improved mood and self-esteem: 
  ·Happiness and depression improved 
  ·Decreased stress 
  ·Enhanced self-esteem 
4  Need fulfilment 4.1 Extension of family 
  4.2 Need to belong: 
  ·Need to be needed 
  
·Need to nurture (with this - need to be dependable and 
reliable / sense of responsibility. Although depend on 
them, they themselves also depend and count on dog 
through commitment) 
  4.3 Need for safety and security (Reciprocity) 
  ·Physical safety and security 
  
·Psychological safety and security: (Routine: eat, sleep, 
treats, greetings, recreation) 
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took off from work and also decreased their visits to the doctor.  Dogs are also motivators for 
individuals to walk them, decreasing heart attacks (Mornement, 2012).  As a result of an 
increase in physical fitness, an increase in self-respect and self-esteem results as one now 
cares for one‟s health status (Knight & Edwards, 2008).  Cutt and colleagues (2008) noted 
that physical activity persisted overtime and this was because the dog had a positive effect 
upon their owner‟s cognitive beliefs about walking.  Therefore dogs have the potential to 
increase well-being and quality of life (Wells, 2011). 
1.1 Increased physical activity.  Improved physical health including increased energy 
and exercise levels was found as a result of the participants playing or walking their dogs.  
Participants reported increases in activities and physical health as a result of having a dog.  
Participants felt encouraged to walk their dogs by their dogs motivation and determination to 
be walked.  This increased physical activity can be reflected through some of the statements 
made by various participants.  One participant stated; “Energy levels, I think goes up because 
I play with them, they‟re just very good. There‟s just something about dogs, they just, 
everything is like a boost.”.  Another participant mentioned “... she probably does increase 
physical activity because she‟s very active.”.  A third participant said “... they do need 
walking, they do need cuddling...” and lastly, one participant believed “... if I didn‟t have 
dogs, I wouldn‟t be plodding around in the rain... every day we go for two walks a day... if I 
didn‟t have dogs, I certainly would be a bit more lethargic... after I‟ve been for the walk, it 
has invigorated me... So it definitely gets me going physically.”. 
     Participants clearly demonstrated an increase in exercise and energy levels as a result of 
owning a dog.  As seen in Chapter 2, there is a positive association between physical activity 
and psychological well-being (Biddle et al., 2000; Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  Physical activity 
decreases depression, enhances daily mood and affect, increases self-esteem (Biddle et al., 
2000), enhances health-related quality of life and decreases stress levels (Biddle & Mutrie, 
  76 
 
2001), positively contributing to an individual‟s psychological well-being.  Therefore the 
participant‟s physical activity, resulting from their dog‟s encouragement to walk, will 
enhance their psychological well-being (Biddle et al., 2000; Biddle & Mutrie, 2001). 
Theme 2: Improved relational well-being.  According to Moursund and Erskine (2004), 
there are eight basic relational needs, as described in Chapter 3.  A relationship will thrive 
and each individual will have the opportunity to grow if these eight basic needs are fulfilled 
within a relationship.  With these eight relational needs being fulfilled, individuals can 
experience healthy and developing relationships.  The researcher believes that the 
companionship and attachment that is created between dog and owner can enhance these 
relational needs as the owner will learn about having a relationship with another being and 
relational well-being will therefore improve. 
2.1 Companionship.  Most participants demonstrated that they felt their dogs were good 
companions and brought a great sense of companionship to the relationship.  This was 
reflected by various participants in statements such as; “You can choose friends but you can‟t 
choose your family and to me, she is both...”, “... he‟s like my little companion... he‟s part of 
my life...”, “... that steady companionship of always having the dogs with you.”, “When I 
bath and then dry my hair, she joins me in the bedroom and finds another sunny spot and I 
talk to her through this, when I‟m doing things.  She‟s a very good companion.”, “... like a 
companion, a friend, someone who relates to me that we chat to.” and lastly “... besides the 
companionship, she‟s just, there‟s just something, the bond between us that we have, it‟s, it‟s 
very, makes me feel good, you know, sort of therapeutic.” 
Dogs are able to fulfil an individual‟s emotional and relational needs by providing 
companionship.  This can enhance their attachment to the companion animal and can also 
assist them to form relationships with others, the companion animal being the initiating factor 
in their interaction (Cowling, 2011; Tedeschi et al., 2005).  When a human and a dog interact, 
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companionate love develops between them.  The two are friends and are attached to each 
other (van Heerden, 2004). 
     The companionship that the participants experienced from their dogs enhanced their 
relational well-being.  The statements that participants made about their companionship with 
their dogs also demonstrated the attachment that had formed between them, leading to the 
next subtheme, attachment. 
2.2 Attachment.  Dogs develop strong attachments and bonds with humans (Morell, 
2013), as highlighted in Chapter 3.  They enhance levels of attachment by their interactions 
with people.  As dogs are seen as attachment figures, they have a positive influence on 
individuals‟ emotional lives (Albert & Bulcroft, 1988).  When individuals own dogs, they 
experience the devotion of their dog towards them as a result of the feelings of love shared 
between them.  This helps individuals to feel that their dog is always there for them, 
decreasing the owner‟s loneliness and enhancing mental well-being.  Research demonstrates 
that having a companionship and attachment with a dog contributes to individuals feeling as 
though they understand their dog, including their dogs feelings and needs (van Heerden, 
2004).  Research also shows that when individuals own a dog, they experience the reliability 
and dedication of that dog.  This enhances attachment and helps individuals to feel a sense of 
belonging.  This positively influences their emotional well-being (Brewbaker, 2012).  
Another indicator of attachment is the grief individuals experience at the thought of losing 
their dogs (van Heerden, 2004).  Therefore, attachment has been divided into three 
categories; grief at loss (paradoxical relationship), loneliness and understanding the dog. 
     2.2.1 Grief at loss. Participants reported that losing their dog would be very devastating 
and their statements demonstrated that they would experience grief.  One participant stated “I 
would be devastated. I cried for days when I lost my other dogs...”. A second participant 
mentioned “I would feel very lonely.”. Another participant reflected “... the loss of a dog is 
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terribly traumatic for me... I don‟t think I actually ever get over it... it is very devastating 
emotionally... I‟m always so sad about it.”.  A fourth participant stated “... obviously if I were 
to lose her I would be very sad...”.  Lastly, a participant said “I think I would definitely be 
very very very sad. ...I‟d really be very upset.”.  All participants stated that they would be 
affected by the loss of their dog in some way or another.  Most participants stated that they 
would be devastated, demonstrating the attachment between them and their dogs.  According 
to van Heerden (2004), the grief experienced by an individual at the thought of losing their 
dog demonstrates the attachment experienced between them. 
     When reflecting upon the loss of a dog, individuals can be very emotional.  When 
experiencing negative emotions, such as these, an individual‟s well-being is negatively 
affected (Antonides, 1996).  As shown above, participants enjoy the companionship and 
attachments they experience with their dogs.  This bond has a positive influence on an 
individual‟s emotional and relational well-being.  Although dogs appear to have a positive 
influence on an individual‟s emotional and relational well-being, they can also have a 
negative impact.  The statements shown above demonstrate that when participants lose or 
think of the loss of their dogs, it can be extremely devastating and upsetting.  This feeling of 
devastation can then have a negative influence on the individual‟s emotional and relational 
well-being. 
     The majority of the participants observed that they had grown up with dogs and had had 
dogs their entire lives.  This indicates that although the participants have been through the 
loss of dogs numerous times in the past, they still want to have dogs in their lives.  This 
demonstrates that although it is emotionally devastating to lose a dog, it is worth while 
having them because of the benefits they bring to their lives.  This indicates that dogs can 
have a healing effect on an individual, which will be discussed later on in this chapter. 
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     2.2.2 Decreased loneliness.  A variety of participants demonstrated their attachment by 
stating that their dog decreased their feelings of loneliness.  This was shown in the following 
statements; “... when you have them there it‟s just like having somebody around so, 
somebody to sort of take your focus away a little bit.  It‟s like having somebody to pay 
attention to...”, “...and then I didn‟t have her, so she passed away or whatever, I think I would 
definitely feel a lot lonelier, so she definitely keeps me company.”, “... she always makes me 
feel less lonely... when I am lonely, she‟s always there.”, “It would be awful to come home 
and find he wasn‟t there. He just fills the house with another little soul... it makes a home.”, 
“He‟s definitely a companion.”, “... I‟m less lonely because of his presence.” and “...lessening 
the loneliness. It‟s just that we have such a, they just very good for me I must say, so even if, 
like if I had some form of loneliness, I‟m sure it would go away.” . 
     Research shows that when individuals experience the love and devotion of their dogs and 
experience a sense of belonging, feelings of loneliness will decrease because the individual 
feels that their dogs are always there for them (van Heerden, 2004).  This increases their 
feelings of attachment so as to ensure their levels of loneliness stay decreased, and therefore 
positively effects their relational well-being.  Most participants felt that their dogs supported 
them and were there for them, which decreased any feelings of loneliness and enhanced their 
attachment. 
     2.2.3 Understanding the dog.  When an individual forms an attachment with their dog 
through the companionate relationship, they begin to understand their dog (van Heerden, 
2004).  All of the participants demonstrated that they understood their dogs through 
statements such as; “... she has her own personality and you know by the little things and the 
little looks she gives and the little bark and the little things that she does and the cues... You 
know exactly what she wants and you know what she understands because she understands 
everything very well.”, “She‟s quite a difficult one to decipher but I think I‟ve finally figured 
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her out... when she starts making noises and, you know, pushing the air with her feet, then 
you know she‟s wanting love.”, “Just the way I got her is the way she‟s always been.”, “... I 
do understand him, I know his needs... he‟s on cortisone now, he is always hungry and I 
understand that I can‟t keep feeding him and so I do understand to give him extra pats to sort 
of let him know that he can‟t have extra food but I can give him extra love.”, “...he‟s got a 
very wide range of facial expressions... some of them are very manipulating as well. So yes I 
do understand the difference between, you know, uh, wanting something and just being or 
needing something.”, “...when she starts acting in a peculiar way and I haven‟t heard the 
thunder or the lightning yet but she has and she‟ll have certain little... she‟ll start to pace and 
she‟ll start to tense and I know immediately when I think about it, I know my dog, she‟s... 
knows thunder and lightning are coming and 99% of the time... she‟s right.”, “... I know when 
she‟s off colour...” and “I would say I do understand my dog, I don‟t have difficulties in 
understanding what she wants and not wants and how she feels or what upsets her or 
something.” 
     Participants definitely perceived that they understood their dogs and many of them could 
provide examples demonstrating the ways in which they understand their wants, needs and 
different behaviours.  When individuals begin to understand their dogs behaviours, needs and 
wants, their attachment to their dog is enhanced.  This attachment to their dog can help 
individuals form relationships with others, the companion animal being the initiating factor in 
the interaction (Cowling, 2011; Tedeschi et al., 2005).  This then improves their emotional 
well-being as the individual broadens their support network.  When an individual has 
enhanced emotional well-being, their relational well-being can then be improved. 
2.3 Encouragement to Walk Facilitates Engagement with Others.  Many participants 
felt that their dogs encouraged them to walk, as seen above.  Comments such as “... you have 
to run after her and take her for walks...”, “... she used to encourage me to run...”, “... I really 
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don‟t have a problem going out walking with him...” and “...well I don‟t do lots of physical 
activity, just walk with them sometimes and play.” demonstrate the influence dogs have on 
their owners walking habits.  With this increase in walking, participants then have the 
opportunity to meet other people on these walks and enhance their social networks. 
Research has demonstrated that when individuals walk their dogs, they meet new people 
and make new friends, enhancing their engagement with others and their social life 
(Brewbaker, 2012).  Therefore, dogs encourage social interactions between humans through 
their motivation to be walked.  When individuals experience an increase in their social 
network, their relational needs can then be fulfilled, enhancing relational well-being. 
     One participant in particular stated “... when I walk the dogs, I meet the dog people and I 
really relate well to dog people.”.  This demonstrated that through the dog‟s encouragement 
to be walked, the owner was able to interact and meet new people on the walks.  Although 
only one participant demonstrated that she meets new people on the walks she takes with her 
dog, research portrays that as a result of this encouragement to walk, people have the 
potential to meet others (Brewbaker, 2012).  Therefore, as a result of the dogs‟ 
encouragement for their owners to walk them, the chances of the owners meeting other 
people are enhanced. This then enhances the fulfilment of their relational needs and improves 
relational well-being. 
2.4 The Healing of Early Negative Childhood Memories.  During the semi-structured 
interviews with participants, a question was asked about the participants early childhood 
memories of dogs.  Three participants reported that during their childhood, they did not have 
fond memories of dogs.  They stated; “... I always used to be very scared of dogs because 
when we used to walk in the streets and the dogs used to bark and sometimes they just used 
to chase us and I used to be very scared... but I‟m not scared of them now.”, “... my brother 
was attacked by a dog... I grew up being afraid of dogs.”, “... I was really petrified...” and “... 
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I think the bad memory that I remember is that two of our Alsatians, two of the females we 
had, used to fight quite a bit... I remember it got worse every now and again... and then they 
fought and one day while nobody was there, so nobody could actually stop anything, the, the, 
the strong one actually killed the other one...”. 
     Although these participants had unpleasant childhood memories of dogs, they were able to 
move past it and connect to other dogs.  In a sense, these participants were able to heal and 
create new memories with new dogs.  When asking how they moved past these negative 
experiences and were able to bond with dogs later on, participants stated; “... many years ago, 
my younger sister wanted a dog and my dad got a dog and we just got used to him, and from 
there, you know, we were able to touch and cuddle and see that even though he was one of 
those cross breeds... he was very nice, taught him things and from there I wasn‟t very 
scared.”, “... then we got our own first puppy...he really changed my perception” and “... just 
the bad ones seem to stick more... I just seem to remember them more. I mean I can give you 
a lot of good ones, a lot more good ones...”.  These statements revealed that once participants 
were given the opportunity to engage and form an attachment with their own dogs, they had a 
sense of healing of their negative childhood memories.  Another participant also 
demonstrated that having dogs brings about good and bad memories and it appears that there 
are many good memories but the bad ones are the ones that are remembered more clearly.  
This can enhance relational well-being as individuals can learn to forgive and move past 
negative experiences with other individuals, as they did with their dogs. 
     2.5 Life Lessons as a Result of a Dog’s Unique Nature.  When conducting this 
research study, an unexpected subtheme of relational well-being emerged from the conducted 
interviews.  Participants reported on life lessons that they had learnt from their dogs through 
the unique nature of their dog.  These life lessons enhanced relational well-being as well as 
the quality of life of the participants, positively contributing to psychological well-being.  
  83 
 
Participants learnt life lessons from their dogs personalities and behaviours that they could 
utilise within their everyday lives.  The following life lessons were acquired by the 
participants as a result of owning their dogs; the benefits of unconditional love, appreciate 
life and the small things in it and tolerance and patience towards all. 
     2.5.1 The Benefits of Unconditional Love.  All of the participants reported that their dogs 
loved them unconditionally and that this was demonstrated through their dogs affection and 
support within the relationship.  Participants demonstrated their dogs unconditional love 
through statements such as; “... I‟m his mummy, he sucks on my sleeve.”, “... is completely 
unconditional love... they love you whether you‟re looking ugly or looking pretty or unhappy 
or whatever you‟ve done, the dog just loves you as you are, one hundred percent, they give so 
much.”, “... the unconditional-ness of the affection... dogs really, they do love you...”, “... the 
unconditional love is a great boost for the ego.”, “My dog treats me with love and 
enthusiasm... my dog treats me as if I am her best friend.”, “... it‟s a loving relationship that is 
so normal and non-judgemental. It doesn‟t matter what you look like, what your mood, your 
dog will love you. You don‟t have to put on an act, you can be yourself and the dog will love 
you for you.”, “This is just pure unadulterated love.”, “... she loves me a lot...”, “she‟s always 
there for me... she‟s always happy to see me...”, “... this dog gives me unconditional love and 
she‟s just very loving and loyal.”, “... she‟s so lively and compassionate and unconditionally 
just loves me.”, “He is definitely a source of support... he‟s like my little companion... he is 
family.”, “... he‟s always just there and I love him and he loves me and there‟s not much 
change.”, “... it feels like she hasn‟t seen me for days, that‟s how excited she is... licks and 
kisses...”, “... when I‟m sad she comes up to me... she looks worried... she is there for support 
definitely.” and “... I mean you could scold her now for being, for chasing a bird, but two 
seconds later she‟ll come and cuddle up with you...”. 
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     As seen in Chapter 3, dogs provide people with unconditional love through their devoted 
behaviour and support (Parish-Plass, 2008; Walsh, 2009b).  When individuals experience 
unconditional love, they feel a sense of companionship and comfort which contributes to 
psychological well-being (Mornement, 2012).   
     These statements demonstrate that the participants felt the unconditional love from their 
dogs.  This unconditional love allowed the participants to experience affection and support 
from their dogs behaviours, which in turn allows them to learn life lessons.  Life lessons such 
as being supportive and displaying unconditional love can be learnt.  Once learnt, participants 
can then acquire similar behaviours that can be used in their relationships with others.  This 
enhances their relational well-being and quality of life, positively influencing their 
psychological well-being. 
     2.5.2 Appreciate life and the small things in it.   The next life lesson that some 
participants felt they learnt from their dogs unique nature was to live life to the fullest and 
treat each day as a new start.  This is demonstrated in the following statements; “... every day 
is like a brand new day...”, “Dogs don‟t harbour grudges from a minute before, half an hour 
before or the day before, they forget about having being insulted or hurt or... they forget 
about it. Every morning is just a brand new, great, exciting day and that does rub off on you 
as a human being.”, and “I think to live each day for, for what it is. Dogs don‟t remember 
anything from yesterday, it‟s just the pure joy of; if you take them for the walk, it is fantastic, 
if you give them food, it is fantastic, it‟s that absolute enthusiasm for everything that they 
do.”.   
     The majority of the participants also learnt that they should appreciate the small things in 
life.  Various participants demonstrated this by stating the following; “... she‟s taught me to 
not take everything for granted and that the little things count...”, “... when I come home she 
gets so happy about it... it‟s such a simple thing and she gets so happy about it. Not because 
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I‟m going to give her food, I mean she‟s not too bothered about food; she‟s not one of those 
dogs that just eats everything all the time. So it‟s real happiness that I‟m home and it‟s just 
simple things... it‟s like simple pleasures...”, “... you need to enjoy the small things in life” 
and “It does teach you that even simple pleasures, simple little things in life can make a day 
great.”  These statements demonstrate that participants feel they have learnt a great deal from 
their dogs, particularly about appreciating life and not taking simple pleasures for granted.  
Participants view the behaviours and nature of their dogs, and through this, they are able to 
learn life lessons that could enhance their relational well-being. 
     It is the belief of the current researcher that when individuals learn to appreciate what they 
have in life, there is a possibility that what they have learnt may be able to contribute to the 
fulfilment of the relational need of valuing.  As this need involves caring about and valuing 
the other in the relationship, participants would have learnt the lesson of appreciating and 
valuing what they have in life, their partner, positively contributing to their relational needs.  
This can then enhance their relational well-being and quality of life, positively impacting 
their psychological well-being. 
     5.3 Tolerance and patience towards others.  The last lesson that was learnt by 
participants was to be tolerant and patient towards others.  Some participants demonstrated 
that they learnt this valuable life lesson through the following statements; “Well I think dogs 
in general are less temperamental than people. If someone‟s in a bad mood and you wanna go 
talk to them and then, you know, they are short with you and then it makes you in a bad 
mood, but it never seems to be that way with a dog.”, “... she‟s got a lot of patience and she 
listens, poor thing, she‟s tolerant.” and “Oh, tolerance, patience, especially now that he‟s 
aging. And making time, you have to make time for animals.”.  When an individual believes 
that their dog is patient and tolerant, it enhances consistency and dependability within the 
family unit, contributing to the family structure.  This life lesson is also important as 
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individuals need to learn to be patient and tolerant in their relationships with others.  This will 
allow the other to fulfil the relational need for self-definition as it is the belief of the current 
researcher that in order for an individual to allow their partner to grow and to be supportive 
of their uniqueness, the individual needs to be patient and tolerant of that person in their 
growth and self-definition process.  When an individual develops patience and tolerance from 
their dogs unique nature, they can utilise this patience and tolerance in their relationships 
with other people, enhancing the growth and self-definition process of their partner. 
Therefore, this contributes to relational well-being and quality of life.  This will then 
positively impact psychological well-being. 
     Companionship, attachment, encouragement to walk, the healing effect and the lessons 
learnt all positively contribute to an individual‟s relational well-being as all these subthemes 
give the individual the opportunity to meet new people or learn new aspects about 
relationships.  This gives the individual an opportunity to increase their social support and 
social networks, enhancing emotional well-being (Armstrong, Birnie-Lefcovitch & Ungar, 
2005).  When an individual has a positive emotional well-being, they are then able to handle 
relationships better, enhancing relational well-being.  A positive relational well-being then 
enhances psychological well-being as social and emotional support increases (Argyle, 1987).   
     Theme 3: Improved mental health.  Various research studies demonstrate the positive 
impact of dogs on an individual‟s mental health.  Norris and colleagues (1999) discovered 
that individuals who own dogs experience higher levels of life satisfaction, are more satisfied 
with their health and feel a sense of personal safety in comparison to those who do not own 
dogs.  All three of these factors positively contribute to the psychological health of 
individuals.  A dog can also contribute to an individual‟s quality of life by providing 
companionship, comfort and unconditional love (Knight & Edwards, 2008).  This positively 
influences their mental health (Knight & Edwards, 2008; Mornement, 2012).  Individuals can 
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also experience lower levels of loneliness and higher levels of responsibility and self-worth 
as a result of the presence of another being and of taking care of an animal, resulting in 
higher psychological well-being (Wells, 2011).  Frisch (1998) describes a list of 16 life 
domains, mentioned in Chapter Two, which contribute to an individual‟s overall life 
satisfaction and happiness.  One of the domains is self-esteem.  Therefore, when an 
individual experiences an increase in their self-esteem, there is an improvement in happiness 
and life satisfaction (Frisch, 1998).  This improvement positively contributes to mental health 
and therefore has a positive effect on psychological well-being (Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 
2000). 
 3.1 Improved Mood and Self-Esteem.  When an individual experiences an 
improvement in their mood and levels of self-esteem, an improvement in their mental health 
can be seen (Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 2000).  The ways in which an individual‟s mood and 
self-esteem can be enhanced has been divided into three categories, namely; happiness and 
depression improved, de-stresses and enhanced self-esteem (Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 2000). 
     3.1.1 Happiness and depression improved.  The majority of the participants reported 
experiencing an increase in their happiness and a decrease in feelings of depression as a result 
of their dog. This was reflected by various participants in statements such as; “... her 
character makes me laugh and I have so much fun just messing around with her... she 
definitely makes me happy.”, “... he just makes my life happy.”, “I think he makes me happy 
and I think if you‟re happy, you create uh positive um, vibes and good endorphins...”, “... I 
just sit near the dog and it makes me feel better just looking at her.”, “... she‟s always there to 
brighten up my day and make me smile.”, “... she always makes me feel happy... that I was 
like important enough to come say good morning to...”; “... someone young and happy is 
there to cheer me up...”, “I think it starts my day off in a very pleasant way because he‟s so... 
he‟s a positive interaction...”; “... I went through a period of time with deep depression and 
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suicidal tendencies and I firmly believe that subconsciously... I surrounded myself with 
creatures that need me, to stop me from taking that last step...”; “... having this happy face 
greet me, of course it‟s going to be better than a nothing... it‟s always nice to have someone 
in the car with me and she chats away... a dog definitely helps your mood.”, and “... they can 
even make you laugh and laughter is great...”. 
     When individuals experience happiness and decreased levels of depression, an 
improvement in their mood can be seen (Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 2000).  This improvement 
in mood can then have a positive impact on their mental health.  When individuals stroke, 
groom, talk or take their dogs for walks, an increase in happiness and bonding can be found 
(Hardiman, 2010).  The support that the dogs provide their owners also reduces feelings of 
isolation and depression (Cowling, 2011).  Participants felt an enhancement in their mood 
and a decrease in their levels of depression as they are happier and feel less depressed as a 
result of owning a dog.  This positively contributes to their mental health (Biddle et al., 
2000). 
     3.1.2 Decreased stress.  Six of the seven participants felt that their dogs were a great way 
of decreasing their stress.  This is seen through the following statements; “... our little 
bonding massage time, I find that relaxing... I relax from having the little chat and the 
stroking them and loving them.  So that is the unwinding part of my day.”, “... owning dogs I 
think is a good thing for stress.”, “... completely relax with the cuddling of the dogs...”, “... it 
reduces my stress... it‟s an outlet... it takes my mind off whatever was bothering me and they 
focus completely on you, you focus completely on them and it‟s a complete gear change and 
then when you‟ve spent a bit of time with them, you, you have a better perspective...”, “She 
would reduce any sort of stress levels... they are actually a distraction from, from whatever is 
going on for that moment in time.”, “It does brighten up my day and makes me a lot less 
stressed.”, “...makes you realise that it‟s not that important to be that stressful...”, “... I just 
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look at the dog and spend just a few minutes even, or call them... that tension just goes away, 
it just melts away...”; “... my dog de-stresses me... it‟s just nice talking to her and playing 
with her and just interacting with the dog...” and “... her quirky attitudes that, you know, 
make me smile and takes my mind away from the negative stress.”. 
     Stress has a negative impact on an individual‟s well-being (Biddle & Mutrie, 2001).  
When an individual experiences a decrease in their stress levels, an improvement in their 
mood can be seen.  This improvement in mood has a positive impact on their mental health.  
As seen in Chapter 3, dogs reduce stress and anxiety levels by providing a distraction to the 
individual.  This positively influences mental health (Johnson et al., 2003; Wells, 2011).  
Dogs are reliable and dedicated during times of stress, positively contributing to a decrease in 
stress levels as the dog is a constant and always there for them (Brewbaker, 2012).  Having a 
dog to have physical contact with also de-stresses and calms people down.  Dogs and people 
find comfort in this physical contact (van Heerden, 2004). 
     Participants felt that their stress was decreased by being around their dog and having their 
dog as a distraction from any stressful circumstances.  This positively contributed to their 
mood and therefore improved mental health (Biddle, Fox & Boutcher, 2000). 
     3.1.3 Enhanced self-esteem.  Some participants reported feeling improvements in their 
self-esteem through the following statements; “... I can just be myself with the dog.”, “... 
people always stop me and tell me how beautiful she is and that makes me proud of her...”, 
“... the unconditional love is a great boost for the ego.” and “... I get recognition from other 
people... for being a dog owner and, you know, doing the right thing by walking... I think it 
does boost your self-esteem.”.  Participants felt that their self-esteem was enhanced through 
being able to be themselves and having recognition from others.  This enhancement in their 
self-esteem improves the mental health of the individual (Biddle et al., 2000).  When an 
individual experiences an enhancement in their self-esteem, their mental health will improve 
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(Biddle et al., 2000).  An individual‟s self-esteem can be enhanced when they feel accepted, 
trusted and important to the dog (Parsih-Plass, 2008).  When dogs encourage their owners to 
walk them, an increase in self-respect and self-esteem results as one now cares for one‟s 
health status (Knight & Edwards, 2008).   
     When participants‟ mood and self-esteem is enhanced, improvements in mental health can 
be seen.  When an individual experiences an improvement in their mental health, 
psychological well-being can be positively influenced (Augusto-Landa et al., 2010). 
     Theme 4: Need fulfilment.  Individuals have various needs within their lives that need to 
be fulfilled in order to enhance their overall well-being.  van Heerden (2004) identified the 
need for a family unit, the need to be needed and the need to care for a dependent creature as 
important needs to be fulfilled within an individual‟s life.  One of Maslow‟s levels of needs 
that should be fulfilled in order to achieve self-actualisation includes safety (Maslow, 1970).  
In order for an individual‟s well-being to be enhanced, the need for safety and security should 
then also be fulfilled.  Throughout the interview process in this research study, specific needs 
were mentioned by the participants that were fulfilled through having a dog.  These needs 
included; an extension of the family, the need to belong and the need for safety and security.  
These needs will now be discussed. 
     4.1 Extension of Family.  All of the participants felt that their dogs were a part of the 
family and were helpers in making the family whole.  This was reflected in statements from 
interviews with the different participants; “... I mean I get home and she‟s always there...”, 
“He is like a child... He‟s completely part of the family”; “I consider him family... just a 
homeliness and um expansion of the family.”, “I treat my dog as one of my family members”; 
“... my animals have always been family members.”, “He just fills the house with another 
little soul and um, it just, it makes a home.”, “... dogs have always just been so part of our 
lives and part of the family, so they are little kids in the family...”; “Like my son‟s not here 
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now for the week... for two days so I‟m not gonna miss him because I‟ve got my dog with 
me.”, “... knowing that her mom loves her...”, “... you can choose friends but you can‟t 
choose your family and to me she is both...”, “She‟s the baby and the princess of the 
family...”, “They are part of the family... almost considered as children...”, “... I think they 
make a family whole.” and “Well, she‟s an only child actually.” 
     Many individuals find it important to have a family (van Heerden, 2004).  As 
demonstrated in Chapter 3, research shows that individuals view their dogs as a part of the 
family and as helpers in making their family whole (van Heerden, 2004).  Dogs can be 
viewed as a replacement for children as they provide companionship (Knight & Edwards, 
2008) and some individuals use the term „baby‟ when speaking about their pets (van 
Heerden, 2004).  Participants believed that their dogs were very much a part of the family.  
They view their dogs as their children and as an expansion of the family, contributing to the 
fulfilment of the need to extend the family unit.  Fulfilling this need then enhances well-
being. 
     4.2 Need to Belong.  In a relationship, it is extremely important for an individual to feel 
accepted, valued, cared about and experience a sense of belonging (Moursund & Erskine, 
2004).  When an individual experiences these, their relational well-being is enhanced.  In 
order for an individual to feel that they belong, two important categories emerged from the 
research; the need to be needed and the need to nurture. 
     4.2.1 Need to be needed.  The majority of the participants in this study stated that they felt 
their dogs needed them, not only to survive but also for companionship, love and any special 
needs their dogs may have.  This is reflected through various participants‟ statements such as; 
“... she does need us in a sense because she definitely does miss us...”, “...my dog also needs 
me on an emotional level.”, “... he‟s extremely needy...”, “... was in a very state... he was very 
ill... you could see he needed affection; it was that need that I responded to.”, “... he‟s always 
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been emotionally a bit needy...”, “... they always need me...”, “... he needs the, the security of 
the home and he needs the security of belonging to a pack...”, “... I am dependent on the fact 
that I‟m needed, is something that grounds me...”, “She‟s dependent on myself for um, 
security, I am her security anchor” and “... she needs love and attention.”. 
     Van Heerden (2004) identified the need to be needed as an important aspect in the caring 
relationship.  This refers to the need of the individual to feel that they are needed by another 
being.  Within a human-companionate dog relationship, dogs need their owner to look after 
them.  This satisfies their need to be needed, which positively contributes to the individual 
experiencing a greater sense of self-worth and therefore positively influences their well-
being.  Participants felt that their dogs needed them, which fulfilled their need to be needed 
and this therefore enhanced their overall well-being as their needs were being fulfilled. 
     4.2.2 Need to nurture.  The need to nurture can be fulfilled by a dog as dogs depend on 
their owners for many different aspects.  Most participants in this study believed this.  This is 
noted in statements such as; “... he needs me to make sure that he is uh brushed, that he has 
special food, that he‟s comfortable, that he has his tablets...”, “... when it comes to stuff that 
she can‟t help herself with then I have to help her with that...”, “He is given medication 
because he is um, he‟s an elderly dog...”, “I spent about three days at all the dog adoption 
centres... she looked as if she had given up on the world... she looked as though she needed a 
lot of love...”, “... I will not go away on holiday um, if I can‟t, if I‟m not sure that my dogs 
are cared for...”, “... what he brings is he has a need for nurturing and I‟ve got a need to 
nurture...” and “... he takes fright easily so I‟m very protective of him...”.  Van Heerden 
(2004) also identified the need to care for a dependent being as an important aspect in the 
caring relationship.  Participants in this study have their need to nurture fulfilled when they 
are required to take care of and nurture their dog, especially in times where their dog is 
  93 
 
extremely dependent on them.  This also contributes to the relational need to express caring, 
enhancing relational well-being. 
     Although it was important for the participants to feel that their dog depends on them, it 
was also important for them to feel that they are dependable, reliable and that they have a 
sense of responsibility.  This is evident in the following statements; “... I know that I need to 
go back and, and feed her and give her attention and all that. So I don‟t, I don‟t stay out late, I 
know I need to go do that...”, “I am dependent on the fact that I‟m needed is something that 
ground me because I have to be responsible, I have to plan things; that I always have enough 
dog food...”, “... if I‟m in the middle of a braai and I have to get up and leave them and go 
and walk my dogs...”, “... every day we go for two walks a day... Some days I feel like it and 
some days I don‟t. On the days I don‟t, after I‟ve been for the walk, it has invigorated me.” 
“... so they always tend to rely on you as well...”, “... I got her when I was quite young as well 
so I didn‟t realise it was gonna be like such a baby and having to grow up so fast and actually 
be there for something so little and someone that depends on you so much, it‟s quite scary to 
know that you um are responsible for someone‟s life...”, “... I‟m home at a certain time to let 
them out and make sure that they tucked in so early...” and “... a dog is a lifetime 
commitment... you‟ve gotta invest that 10 to 14 years...”.  These statements demonstrate that 
the majority of the participants felt that they needed to be responsible and that they needed to 
be reliable and dependable so that their dogs are healthy and taken care of at the end of the 
day. 
     Although many of the above statements reflect the participant‟s need to nurture and take 
care of a dependent being, the participants also seemed to depend and rely on their dog 
through their commitment to each other.  This is reflected through various interviews in 
statements such as; “... if she‟s not there for example, you do miss her a little bit, you miss 
that little cuddle or that little routine...”, “... I definitely know that her bed‟s in my room and 
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that‟s where she‟ll be at night... she‟ll always be there.”, “... she‟s always there for me...”, “It 
would be awful to come home and find he wasn‟t there.”, “... I think we‟re totally 
committed.”, “... one hundred percent committed, there‟s no doubt.”, “They keep me going 
on a bad day and on a good day they add to it.”, “... I went for a couple of years without a dog 
and I just couldn‟t bare life without having them around in the house, so I do depend on 
her...”, “... he‟s also nurturing me... it keeps me towing the line, it also keeps me from I think 
letting myself go to an extent, um, or getting involved in things where it would put their, their 
care at jeopardy, so it, it keeps me on the straight and narrow...”, “... I‟m dependent on my 
dog because... when she‟s not around, it‟s really not nice... there‟s nobody to, you know, to 
bond with...”, “... she gives me a lot of happiness and laughter, so I think I‟m very dependent 
on her...” and “... I‟m protecting them and they in a sense are protecting me as well.”  These 
statements demonstrate that most of the participants rely on their dogs to keep them on track 
with their lives and they rely on them for consistency and structure within their lives.  They 
also rely on them for support and happiness.  This contributes to the need to nurture as when 
they nurture, look after and take responsibility for their dogs, their dogs will nurture them in 
return, contributing to the reciprocal nature of the relationship.  This therefore has a positive 
influence on an individual‟s well-being as the individual‟s need to belong is being fulfilled. 
     4.3 Need for Safety and Security.  Individuals have a need to feel safe and secure in 
order for their well-being to be enhanced (Norris et al., 1999).  When interviewing 
participants, there were two ways in which their dogs made them feel safe and secure namely; 
physical and psychological. 
     4.3.1 Physical safety and security.  Many participants demonstrated a sense of personal 
safety through the following statements; “... if a burglar came in, I would feel a lot safer if she 
was there than if she wasn‟t there.”, “... she would protect me... I can count on her.”, “... he‟s 
an early warning and he‟s got a nice deep bark in him.”, “... my dog makes me feel safe... 
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They are a warning signal which makes me aware of anything strange happening.”, “... he 
makes me feel very safe in that all through the years he‟s been a very good watch dog.”, “... if 
someone threatening is at the door... I would feel protected.” and “... having very sharp ears 
and being inside, she will move at the slightest noise, so because they pick up things a lot 
sooner than we do, she would be able to sense if there was anybody around...”.  Participants 
believed that their dogs would protect them, were guarding them and were contributing to 
them feeling safer, which fulfilled their need for physical safety and security. 
     As seen in Chapter 3, dogs can be seen as a source of protection and safety as dogs are a 
deterrent for strangers and individuals generally feel safer having a dog around them.  Dog 
owners generally feel a higher sense of personal safety in comparison to people who do not 
own dogs (Norris et al., 1999).  Although the participant‟s need for physical safety was 
fulfilled by their dog, the dog‟s need for safety was also fulfilled by the participant in that the 
dog has been given a safe home to live in.  This demonstrated reciprocity within the 
relationship and both the participant and the dog were benefiting from the relationship, as 
found is the study completed by Risley-Curtiss and colleagues (2006). 
     4.3.2 Psychological safety and security.  The majority of the participants engaged in 
different routines with their dogs in their everyday lives.  One participants stated “... it‟s 
always the same routine...”, another participant mentioned “... I like routine, dogs like 
routine. So their routine, my routine, we‟ve sort of fitted in around each other...” and a third 
recalled “... recently I was away travelling, away from home, staying in hired places, so I 
didn‟t have any dogs, I didn‟t stay with anyone so I was by myself so I literally just got home 
from work and I sat at my desk, had supper and I just watched TV, but on a day when I am at 
home, you know, I would go outside and I would play with the dogs...”.  Two further 
participants mentioned “... you miss that little cuddle or that little routine...” and “... that‟s 
part of our routine...”. 
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     van Heerden (2004) identified ritualization as a contributor to the caring relationship 
between couples and their dogs.  Ritualisation involves specific behaviours that ensure that 
the family lives together in harmony and that current caring behaviours are continued 
throughout the family unit.  Ritualisation involves routines that an individual does within 
their family unit that enhances the structure within their lives.  The routines performed by the 
individual and their dog contribute to a secure environment within the family unit, positively 
contributing to the need for psychological safety and security.  These rituals also bring the 
family closer together as they learn the roles and behaviours of others within the family (van 
Heerden, 2004).   
     These routines that the majority of the participants engaged in with their dogs included the 
following structured activities; eating, sleeping, treats, greetings and recreation.  The 
participants different eating routines with regards to their dogs are demonstrated by the 
following statements; “... she will sit on one particular mat every morning and that‟s where 
she sits for her meals.”, “...18:30 is supper time...”, “... he‟s fed at 07:30... he‟s fed twice a 
day...”, “... they have breakfast at 07:00... they have supper at 17:00, they have a bit of human 
supper after we‟ve had our dinner.”, “... get in the house and feed the dogs...” and “... 08:00 
and then I get her breakfast ready... 14:00 we have lunch...”.  These statements demonstrate 
that participants had certain times that they fed their dogs, had specific amounts of times a 
day their dogs were fed and some participants had specific places where their dogs ate their 
food.  This showed the structured eating routines that the participants followed each day with 
their dogs, enhancing psychological safety and security.  Having specific times that they feed 
their dogs also allows the individuals to have structure in their everyday lives. 
     The participants individualised sleeping routines with regards to their dogs are shown in 
the following statements; “... she knows her bed time routine is always to go for a wee and 
ever since a baby, she‟s been put to bed with milk so she‟ll have her little bit of milk...”, “... I 
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definitely know that her bed‟s in my room and that‟s where she‟ll be at night...”, “... he sleeps 
in my room on the floor at the foot of my bed...”, “... both sleep on my bed...”, “... it‟s winter 
now so they sleep inside... they know they must go to their, their spots.”, “I put them in my 
room when I sleep... they can sleep wherever in the house if they want to, but they like 
sleeping in my room.”, and “... at about 22:00 I go and give her a massage... in winter I wrap 
her in her blanket and say goodnight and go to bed...”.  This demonstrates that participants 
have certain routines that they engage in with their dogs before sleeping time, that they have 
specific places where their dogs sleep and some participants have certain times when their 
dogs go to sleep.  These routines contribute to structure within participants‟ lives and fulfil 
their need for psychological safety and security.  This brings the family closer together as a 
result of the structure times they share with their dogs. 
     Some participants also engaged in the activity of giving treats to their dogs each day.  
Treats are given by participants to dogs as a way of spoiling their loved ones or as a means of 
positive reinforcement (van Heerden, 2004).  This was demonstrated in different statements 
such as; “... in the morning, she will sit there and she will wait for a biscuit...”, “... we usually 
give them something, I usually just give them a bread, they love bread, as I leave to go to my 
car.” and “... when we come home she has a little treat as a reward for being so good.”.  This 
shows that participants gave their dogs treats at specific times during the day and some 
participants use it as a way of positive reinforcement.  This positively contributes to the 
structure within their everyday lives. 
     Another routine that participants engaged in with their dogs was the way in which they 
greeted each other.  When most of the participants and their dogs greeted each other, there 
were specific ways in which this greeting occurred, which can ultimately contribute to a ritual 
within their lives.  Participants demonstrated their personal greeting routines by the following 
statements; “... even if I come home and we let her in from wherever, she always comes to 
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me first... then it‟s hugs and kisses...”, “... it‟s always the same routine... it feels like she 
hasn‟t seen me for days, that‟s how excited she is. Like even if I just go to the bathroom and 
come back to the room again, it‟s like licks and kisses...”, “... okay, so come back from 
work... she makes this whole... the Husky um, what do you call it, the Husky call that sounds 
like she‟s saying “hello”... she screams at the top of her lungs... I think it‟s amazing, I love 
it.”, “... I mean I get home and she‟s always there, she‟s always there screaming “hello” at the 
gate for me... when I come home she gets so happy, she screams all the time.”, “As soon as 
she hears me, she rushes towards me and greets me...” and “...welcomes the rest of the family 
as they come home.”.  This shows that participants have specific ways in which they engage 
with their dogs when greeting them.  This can also be a way of showing affection to one 
another.  These greeting routines contribute to structure and routine within participants lives. 
     The last routine that participants engaged in was the recreation routine.  Many of the 
participants engaged in different recreational routines throughout their everyday lives.  The 
participants‟ different recreational routines are demonstrated in the following statements; 
“After that, she jumps into the car and we go to the park...”, “... every day we go for two 
walks a day...”, “... I go outside and just play with them...”, “When we come home in the 
afternoons we play with them...” and “... evenings is on the bed while I‟m reading or 
watching a movie and it‟s cuddle time.”.  These recreational activities contribute to structure 
within the participants‟ lives as they have specific activities that they engage in at specific 
times of the day.  This contributes to the need for psychological structure and security. 
     Although participants had different routines and engaged in the routines at different times 
throughout the day, each routine contributed to the structure and predictability within the 
family unit.  Having structure and predictability contributes to a secure environment and can 
bring the family closer together as each adapts to and learns the routines of the other (van 
Heerden, 2004).  This everyday structure and experience of a secure environment then 
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contributes to the need for psychological safety and security.  This therefore contributes to 
the individual‟s need fulfilment and enhances well-being. 
     Specific human needs are fulfilled by dogs.  Participants demonstrated that the need for an 
extension of the family, the need to belong and the need for safety and security are needs 
being fulfilled by their dogs.  When these human needs are fulfilled, psychological well-
being can be enhanced as the individual has an increase in family members and feels as if 
they belong, contributing to self-esteem.  Individuals also have their need for physical and 
psychological safety and security fulfilled, positively contributing to psychological well-
being. 
Summary 
     In summary, different themes and subthemes emerged from this study.  Each theme has 
been illustrated by various statements made by the participants.  The research reviewed in 
previous chapters supports the findings of this study.  The first theme that was identified was 
improved physical health, which included an increase in energy and physical exercise.  The 
second identified theme was improved relational well-being consisting of five subthemes; 
companionship, attachment, encouragement to walk and connecting with others, the healing 
of early negative childhood memories and the life lessons learnt through the dog‟s unique 
nature.  The next theme was improved mental health which included improved mood and 
self-esteem.  The final theme was need fulfilment.  An individual has a need for an extension 
of family, a need to belong and a need for safety and security, which were all fulfilled by the 
participants‟ dogs. 
Conclusion 
     This chapter described the sample used within this study.  It examined the findings of the 
study including the different themes that emerged.  The findings in this study were discussed 
in this chapter by linking the themes with the literature from previous chapters in order to 
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confirm or refute the research findings.  Finally, a summary of the different themes was 
provided.  The following chapter will look at the conclusions, limitations, and 
recommendations of the present study. 
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Chapter Six 
Conclusions, Limitations and Recommendations 
Introduction 
     This chapter provides a summary of the main findings emerging from this research study 
and the conclusions reached.  The value of the research is highlighted and the limitations of 
the study are discussed briefly.  The chapter concludes with recommendations for future 
research in this field. 
Conclusion 
     The aim of this study was to explore and describe the perceived impact of the human-
companionate dog bond on psychological well-being.  This was done by exploring the 
participants‟ perceptions of the effects of the bond shared between them and their dogs 
through the use of semi-structured interviews.  This study was informed by the theoretical 
framework of positive psychology. 
     The first key finding was, perceived improved physical health of the participants.  
Participants either played with or walked their dogs, which enhanced their physical health 
and may have improved their psychological well-being.  The advantages that physical 
activity brings can then be seen as a contributor to psychological well-being. 
     The second finding to emerge was improved relational well-being.  Participants reported 
that their dogs were a source of companionship and were attached to their dogs as was 
evident through participants grieving past losses and the anticipation of loss if they had to 
lose their dogs (paradoxical relationship), experiencing feelings of loneliness when their dogs 
were not there, and perceiving that they understood their dogs.  Participants were also 
encouraged to meet new people as a result of the walks they took with their dogs, positively 
effecting their social networks.  Some participants who experienced negative childhood 
memories of dogs managed to heal and move past the negative memories and make new ones 
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with their new dogs.  Participants learnt life lessons through their dog‟s unique nature and 
behaviours that enhanced the relational well-being of the participants.  Participants learnt the 
benefits of unconditional love, they learnt to live life to the fullest, to treat each day as a new 
start and to appreciate the small things and lastly, participants learnt tolerance and patience 
towards others.  These five subthemes positively contributed to an improvement in relational 
and emotional well-being as the relationship facilitated individuals in expanding their social 
networks and enhancing the skills required to meet new people. 
     Perceptions of an improvement in mental health were also found when interviewing the 
participants.  Improvements in mood were perceived to be experienced as a result of an 
increase in happiness and a decrease in levels of depression and stress, thereby enhancing 
mental health.  Enhanced self-esteem resulting from the acceptance they perceived to receive 
from their dogs also improved their mental health.  This improvement in mental health 
positively contributes to psychological well-being.  This enhancement in psychological well-
being occurs because participants feel happier, are less stressed and have a more positive 
view of themselves. 
     The final theme identified was need fulfilment.  When interviewing the participants, three 
specific needs were perceived to be met as a result of their relationships with their dogs.  
Firstly, participants perceived that their dogs were an extension of the family and contributed 
to making the family whole.  The need to belong was also fulfilled by their dogs.  This 
included the need to be needed and the need to nurture.  The participants perceived to 
experienced feelings of physical safety and security as they believed their dogs would protect 
them from harm.  Not only were their physical safety needs fulfilled, but their psychological 
safety needs were fulfilled through the various routines they participated in with their dogs 
every day.  Therefore, having these needs fulfilled by the dogs contributed to participants‟ 
psychological well-being. 
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     Previous research explored appears to support the findings of this research study.  The 
reviewed literature demonstrated the ways in which psychological well-being can be 
enhanced and the ways in which dogs have an impact on humans.  This study suggests that 
through owning a dog, an individual‟s psychological well-being is enhanced as the dog 
contributes to the qualities that influence an individual‟s psychological well-being.  The 
literature review highlighted that one of the main factors contributing to psychological well-
being is having a sense of meaning and purpose in life (Ryff & Singer, 2008).  Having a dog 
in one‟s life contributes to an individual experiencing a sense of meaning and purpose in life 
as the individual feels that they are helping the dog by taking care of them (Blanch, 2011).  
Not only is the dog helping the individual experience a sense of meaning in life, this research 
study demonstrates that they are also contributing to various other areas of an individual‟s 
psychological well-being.  Having a sense of meaning in life positively effects an individual‟s 
outlook on life. 
Value of the Research 
     The present research study contributes to the positive psychology paradigm under which 
this study was based because positive psychology focuses less on pathology and more on 
positive attributes such as individual health, psychological well-being, satisfaction, and 
happiness (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), as does this research study.  The study also 
contributes to the expanding body of knowledge on human and dog relationships in South 
Africa.  After reviewing various literature sources, the researcher identified a lack of research 
in the field that focuses on dogs and psychological well-being.  Although previous research 
has been conducted on humans and dogs in various settings, few studies have been able to 
identify the specific perceived effects that dogs bring to humans‟ lives which positively effect 
their psychological well-being.  The present findings therefore also contribute to the field of 
psychological well-being.  Dog-owners can now understand the benefits their dogs can bring 
  104 
 
to their lives as well.  With this understanding, individuals have the opportunity to examine 
and enhance their relationships with their dogs, and thereby enhance their psychological well-
being. 
     This study has proved to be of importance to the researcher as it has broadened the 
knowledge of the researcher not only on the human-companionate dog bond but on individual 
psychological well-being as well.  The study was initially undertaken to provide evidence of 
the human-companionate dog bond and the various benefits it can have on an individual‟s life 
in order to encourage individuals to identify, experience and appreciate their dog 
counterparts.  It is the belief of the current researcher that this study not only highlighted the 
importance of the human-companionate dog bond but identified the impact this bond can 
have on psychological well-being.  As a researcher, this study has allowed for an expansion 
of knowledge and has permitted the researcher to identify other areas of study in this field 
that require further attention and scientific validation.  This study has also allowed the 
researcher to view human-companionate dog relationships differently; broadening the focus 
from purely a companion relationship to the positive effects it can have on individual well-
being. 
     As a result of the qualitative nature of this study, open-ended questions were utilised in the 
semi-structured interviews with the participants.  This allowed participants to share 
information that would not otherwise have been attained if making use of a quantitative 
method.  Therefore, the findings in this study allowed for an in-depth understanding of the 
different factors that are perceived to contribute to an individual‟s psychological well-being 
through the human-companionate dog relationship. 
     Although this research contributes to psychology‟s expanding body of knowledge in South 
Africa regarding the human-companionate dog bond and its influences on psychological 
well-being, it has limitations.  These limitations will now be discussed. 
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Limitations 
     The first identified limitation of the current study relates to the methodology.  This study 
applied non-probability purposive sampling and snowballing methods, resulting in 
participants being chosen for a particular purpose and in an uncontrolled manner rather than 
acquiring participants using random selection (Gravetter & Forzano, 2012).  This limits the 
study as it cannot confirm the trustworthiness of the research as the researcher had little 
control over the representativeness of the sample and therefore biases regarding the 
composition of the sample could have occurred (Gravetter & Forzano, 2012).  As a result of 
the participants being chosen according to specific selection criteria, the findings in the study 
could not be generalised to the population of all dog-owners, resulting in a limitation to the 
study.  Generalisations could also not be drawn as a result of the qualitative nature of the 
study. 
     A second limitation was the sample of participants.  The sample consisted of only two 
males, which created an imbalance with regards to the gender composition of the sample as 
there were five females.  This was a limitation as men and women bond differently with their 
dogs (Cline, 2010), therefore an increase in male participants would have increased the 
validity of the findings.  The sample also had a variety of marital relationship statuses, which 
could have had an effect on the type of relationship and effects developed between the owner 
and the dog (Cline, 2010).  Participants were either single, divorced or married, which 
demonstrated a lack of homogeneity with regards to their relationship statuses.  The majority 
of participants were Caucasian, which is a limitation to the study as there was a lack of 
variation with regards to ethnicity.  This could be due to the fact that a snowball sampling 
technique was utilised which implied that the researcher had little control over the 
participants.  This was a limitation to the study as the findings cannot be generalised to all 
dog owners as the sample was not representative nor randomly chosen. 
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     The following section discusses recommendations for future studies. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
     Firstly, future studies in this area are recommended to contribute to the expanding body of 
knowledge on the human-companionate dog bond in South Africa.  Many international 
research studies and few South African studies were consulted throughout this study, 
demonstrating a need for future research to be conducted in this field within a South African 
context. 
     In order to address the limitation of a non-probability purposive and snowball sampling 
technique and the limitations of the sample demographics, a randomly selected representative 
sample group could be utilised.  Having a representative sample will ensure no researcher 
biases enter into the selection of the participants and will ensure that the sample is 
representative of the population, including gender, relationship status, and ethnicity.  
Researchers could also consider conducting studies on homogeneous sample groups of 
different ethnic backgrounds so as to draw comparative findings.  A representative sample 
size could also be included so as to enhance the generalisability of the study. 
     Further research will assist practitioners and dog-owners in understanding the human-
companionate dog relationship and the benefits this relationship can bring to psychological 
well-being.  This could not only enhance research in the expanding field of human and 
animal relationships but also in the expanding field on theory and practice of psychological 
well-being. 
Conclusion 
     This research study aimed to identify and explore the influence of the human-
companionate dog bond on psychological well-being by looking at the way in which 
individuals perceived the bond they have with their dogs and the influences this bond had on 
their lives.  Limitations to the study were provided and although the findings may not be 
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generalised to all populations, this study provides a motivation for future studies in the field 
of human-companionate dog relationships.  The findings of this study also contribute to the 
expanding field of human and dog relationships and psychological well-being within a South 
African context. 
     While exploring the limitations of the study, recommendations for future research in this 
area were provided.  These recommendations could be helpful to other researchers in this 
expanding field.  Overall, this study provided information on the influences of the human-
companionate dog bond on psychological well-being by exploring the perceptions of the dog-
owners bond with their dog.  This provides important information to practitioners working 
with individual‟s who wish to improve their psychological well-being through owning a dog.  
Dog-owners will also have enhanced understanding of the benefits their dogs have on their 
psychological well-being.  Despite limitations, this study provides a valuable contribution to 
the limited South African literature in this field. 
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Appendix 1 - Information letter 
 
Date: ………………………………………. 
 
Dear Participant 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study, which I am undertaking to 
complete my Master‟s degree in Psychology by dissertation at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University.  Although there have been a number of studies undertaken on the 
effects of animals on individuals, little research has been conducted on the perceived 
influence a human-companionate dog bond has on an individual‟s psychological well-being. 
 
The aim of this research is to explore individuals‟ perceptions of their bond with their dog 
and how this bond may have an influence on that individual‟s psychological well-being.  I 
hope to get 10 participants but will continue interviews until sufficient information is 
attained.  To participate in this study, individuals must be adult males or females, understand 
English, be responsible for the care of their dog, have a companionate relationship with their 
dog, and have lived with it for at least one year. 
 
Each participant will be required to participate in two interview sessions.  During the first 
interview the participant will be required to answer specific questions on the relationship they 
have with their dog.  This interview will be tape recorded so that the maximum information 
and an accurate record of the interview is obtained.  The second interview will provide 
participants with an opportunity to check the accuracy of the responses and information they 
gave. 
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Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty.  Information gathered from the interviews will be treated 
confidentially and will only be used for research purposes.  If you agree to participate in this 
study, please complete the enclosed consent form after reading the information sheet and 
return it to me in the enclosed stamped envelope within one week of receiving it. 
 
Your co-operation is greatly appreciated.  Should you have any further questions or require 
any further information, please contact me on 041 504 2797. 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
Ms Robyn Holm 
Registered Counsellor 
 
Professor G. Howcroft 
Supervising Psychologist 
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Appendix 2 - Consent form 
TITLE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT: 
THE INFLUENCE OF THE HUMAN-COMPANIONATE DOG BOND ON 
PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: 
ROBYN HOLM 
CONTACT NUMBER: 
041 504 2797 
DECLARATION BY PARTICIPANT: 
I, …………………………………………………………. (name), agree that Robyn Holm 
invited me to participate in this research project being undertaken at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University Department of Psychology. 
 
The reason for this study is to explore and describe the perceived influence of the 
companionate bond shared between human and dog upon psychological well-being.  This 
will be done by exploring the individuals‟ perceptions of the bond shared between them and 
their dog.  This has been explained to me by the researcher. 
 
I understand that the information will be used for the completion of a Master‟s degree by 
dissertation in Psychology. 
 
I understand that I will take part in two interview sessions.  One, where I will be asked 
various questions about my bond with my dog and the other will be to confirm the responses 
I gave are correct and the researcher has noted and gathered the information accurately.  In 
these interview sessions, I understand that only the researcher, my dog and I will be present.  
The interview will be tape recorded and only I, the researcher, and the research supervisors 
  123 
 
will listen to and have access to the recording.  The recordings will be transcribed by the 
researcher and shredded after a period of five years. This has been explained to me by the 
researcher. 
 
I do not know of any risks, but if I become concerned about my participation in the study, I 
will contact the researcher through the contact number provided above. 
 
I understand that my identity will not be revealed and that the information gained during the 
study will be kept confidential. 
 
I understand that the findings of the study will be shared with me at my request and any new 
information that may develop during the study will be communicated to me. 
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am allowed to withdraw from the 
study at any point in time without penalty.  I know that my decision to participate or not will 
not affect or impact negatively on my life. 
 
The information was explained to me by the researcher, Robyn Holm, in English, as this is a 
language that I fully understand.  I was given the opportunity to ask questions and these 
questions were answered satisfactorily. 
 
I HEREBY CONSENT VOLUNTARILY TO THE ABOVE CONDITIONS AND TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THE ABOVEMENTIONED RESEARCH STUDY: 
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Signed at ……………………………………………. (place) on 
………………………………… 20…….. (date) 
 
Signature of participant ………………………………………………  
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Appendix 3 - Semi-structured interview 
Biographical Information: 
1. Gender………………………………. 
2. Age…………………………………... 
3. Ethnic Group……………………….. 
4. Marital Status………………………. 
5. Dependents………………………….. 
General Information: 
1. How many dogs do you have? Please describe the breed, age and „personalities‟ of 
each. Why this particular breed of dog? 
2. How long have you had your dog(s)?  
3. What are your childhood memories of dogs (good, bad, significant events)? 
4. What is your daily routine with regards to spending time with your companion? 
Please describe. 
5. Where did you get your dog from? If you bought him / her, and there were other dogs 
to choose from, what made you decide to get that particular one? 
Relationship questions: 
1. How is your relationship with your dog, and how committed are you and your dog to 
each other? 
2. How does your dog treat you? 
3. How is your dog treated within your home? 
4. Does your dog make you feel safe? Please explain. 
5. Do you feel like your dog is a source of support? Please explain. 
6. Do you feel like you can count on your dog? 
7. What qualities does your dog bring to your relationship? 
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8. Do you feel like your dog needs you? Please explain. 
9. In your opinion, what contributed to the formation of your bond with your dog? 
10. (In your perception) Does having this dog impact upon your relationships with other 
people? Please describe. 
11. What qualities do you perceive to be present in this relationship with your dog that 
you do not perceive to be in relationships with other people? 
12. What do you feel you have learnt from your dog that has enhanced the quality of 
your life? 
13. What changes would there be in your personality, if any, if you were to lose your 
dog? 
14. Do you feel dependent on your dog? Please describe. 
15. Do you think you understand your dog? Please describe. 
16. Please answer the following questions by yes or no and then describe your reasons. 
Does your bond with your dog influence: 
a. Your daily mood? 
b. The way you cope with difficult situations? 
c. Your energy levels and physical activity? 
d. Your health? 
e. Your self-esteem? 
f. Stress levels? 
g. Your feelings of loneliness, if any? 
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Appendix 4 – Verification of transcripts 
 
Title of the research project: The Influence of the Human-
Companionate Dog Bond on Psychological Well-Being 
Principal Investigator: Robyn Holm 
Contact Number: 041 504 2797 
 
Re: The Influence of the Human-Companionate Dog Bond on Psychological Well-Being. 
 
DECLARATION BY PARTICIPANT: 
 
I,  ………………………………………… hereby declare that following my participation in 
a semi-structured interview in the above-mentioned study, I was given the opportunity to 
view my transcript of the interview.  This has been done in order for me to verify that the 
contents of my interview are correct and to afford me the opportunity to clarify any 
statements, thus further ensuring accuracy of the data that has been collected.  I am satisfied 
with the content of my interview transcript and grant permission for the researcher to proceed 
with the study and make use of my transcript. 
 
Date: …………………………………………………… 
 
Signature: ……………………………………………… 
 
 
